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Preface 



In July 1980 the Center for the'Bobk in the library oft^\gress, 
and^the U.S. National Institute of -Education sponsored ^c|infer^ 
ence entitled "Literacy in Historical Perspective;:' Its-pljrpose*w^s 
to bring historians and educators together witli government offi- 
xials to learn about literacy research already, in progress and to* 
discuss research that wa§ needed. A description of the conference 
and list of .the participants is found in the Library of Congress 
Information 'Bulletin,. October 10, 1980. The Center for the Book is 
pleased to present eight of the\ papers* *6mmissioned for that 
meeting in this volume. Special thanks gp to the Narional Insti- 
tute of Education for its funding and to the other conference or- 
ganizers: Ramsey ,%ldenV literacy team leader at the NIE when ', 
tjie meeting was held, and Daniel P. Resnick, professor of history 

* at Carnegie-Mellon University^and editor of this book. .» 

Established in 1977 by Librarian of Congress Daniel J. Boor- 
stin, the Center for the Book is-a national catalyst for promoting 
books, reading, anil the printed word. By bringing together 
members of the book, educational, and business communities for 
symposia and proje&s, it strives to improve communication 
among all those who Are 1 about books and reading. Its publica- 
tions, which deal with J wide range' of subjects, enable the center 
to reach a broader au<^etae. Subjects of previous publications in- 

' elude reading and reading, promotions/the past, present, and 
future role of the book in society; television-and reading; and the^ 
international role of the 'book. While the Library of Congress 

< provides administrative support, the center's program is financed 

• primarily by tax-deductible contributions from generous individ- 
uals and organizations. Further information is, available from the 
Center for the Book, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
20540. " 



John Y.Cole - < 

Executive Director 
•The Centcu for the Book 



* Spreading the Word: An Introduction 



by Daniel P. Resnick < 

■ i • 

Daniel P. Resnick is professor of history at Carnegie-Mellon University, a 
member of the Program in Applied History and , Social Science, and the 
'principal organizer of the conference at which these papers were presented. 
He is currently at work, with Lauren B. Resnick, on a book* on testing and 
standards in public education. Professor Resnick has published Articles on 
changing historical standards for literacy, on selection in educatio\^n(Toft-' 
various aspects of testing. ' . V 

, '' '* • *. 

Of all the ways employed by the human spirit to demonstrate and 
memorialize its playfulness, its participation in communities, arid 
its search for knowledge, Writing is the most complex. 'Like the 
more primary modes' of communication — songr danee, and ges- 
ture, which it has succeeded but, not replaced — the written word 
is both expressive and functional, belonging to the; world of art 
and of everyday life. Its practice has given form ta our civiliza- 
tion/to recreation, commerce, politics, and science* • ' . 

Writing and the collateral skill of reading— decbding and 
finding meaning in text — are no more than N fiye£thousand years 
old, a . gift to lh$ Western world from' ancient Neat/Eastern and 
Aegean civilizations. Nothing in the nature of reading ai$ writing 
required that it be the skill of a, chosen few. Indeed; the phonetic 
alphabet to which we have been heir from these ancient sources 
faithfully transcribed the spoken tongue, creating/a r bridge tp the 
oral tradition of preliterate cultures. .. 

Yet for most ojf his'tory, reading and writing have been the 
onopoly of, a small' elite Who served the religious and secular 
uthority." But because the art of fashioning letters and deripher- 
ig their meaning lay within the reach of nearly aH, the barriers 
lat surrounded access to the printed word were destined to fall. * 
^ Within, the Western world, the spread of literacy was as : 
red, eton before the revolution of printing at the end of the 
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fifteenth century, by three centuries of growing reliance in public 
life on .written records father than oral testimony. As the surviv- 
ing sources from the period of the twelfth to the Fifteenth centur- 
ies indicate, state taxation and justice,' like' commerce, property 
law, and a variety of Church transactions, were changing in ways 
that favored the use of more and more written .records. This 
movement touched even' the'rnost isolated of rural communities, 
although in different ways' atid with varying intensity. 

As previously nonliterate groups joine'd the ranks of those 
who could read, the definition of the literate person began to 
change. In the tivelfth century, clericus and litteratus still had very 
.^similar meanings — to be literate was to be learned in Latin—a 
privilege still held almost exclusively by the clergy. By the end of 
the fifteenth century, however, litteratus and clericus were no 
longer confounded, and literacy was no longcr monopolized by 
the clergy. 1 

This coming into being of a public that could read was a ; 
necessary precursor to the adoption of the technology of the 
printing press, for it provided what we, would call a growing 

* market. The first products of the new printing technology at the 
end of the, fifteenth century were ✓ of course, the \ery same kinds 

. of texts that were previously circulated in manuscript form, for 
which there was a known demand. These were the religious 
wprks — prayers, psalters, catechisms, biblical stories, saints' lives, 
and the like. 

' Among the Protestant* reformers of the sixteenth century, 
Martin Luther, in particular, was quick to recognize the potential 
of printing for spreading the divine word. In the Little Catechism'' 
he/created a text thai' could serve for instruction in the Christian 
religion. The kind' of literacy he; desired was one that would bond 
the reader closely to the tenets of Luther's own beliefs— a literacy 
that would promote tradition, family values, and faith. It was a 
literacy that could. be taught in the- home and would be support- 
cd by the liturgy of the church. ^ 

Some rcrnarkablc/tfesults were recorded in the literacy move- 
ments that flowed from Luthcraiiism. The best documented of 
, these, for the present, is the success of Swedish reading instruc-. 
tiqn in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Through the 
Little Catechism,' reading instruction was-given in the, home, with 
the reinforcement of church assemblies and regular visits by reli- 
gious authorities. When the priest visited homes in a parish, he 
asked the members 6f a family tt> read and answer questions 

about various parts of the Little Catechism. The priest's judgments 

» 

V 
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about the reader's ability to read and answer cfUcstions has been 
recorded in a /lumber of registers for different parishes. 2 „ 

These regfcters are evidence of the first successful literacy 
crusade in the modern West, carried out .with very traditional ma- 
terials. The success rate, based on criteria we shall discuss short- 
ly, compares very favorably with the rcsutys that have been re- 
ported from Cuba, Nicaragua, and China, to name thclnorc rev- 
olutionary experiments of our own century. In Sweden, between 
1645' and 17H, the literacy rates for rrjales increased in the par- 
ishes of one region from 50 to 98 percent. , 

But there -sire many different kinds and levels of literacy — a 
fact thai may be overlooked when we apply the term literate to 
^different populations in different settings. 3 The literacy demand- 
ed of*those who used thg Little Catechism was of a very simple 
kind. Readers were given a text that was familiar to them from 
recitation and asjfcd to recite u aloud. The questions that* were 
thin asked required answers that summarized the material or 
simply repeated it. There was no jnvitatipn to" speculate oj\ its 
varibus possible meanings. 

Psychologists and j-eaiJin* specialists acknowledge a very 
broad spread in the kinds of /apabililies that readers possess. At 
orjc end of t'Jic spectrum lies the literal rendering of the most fa- 
miliar kinds of material and at the other, a capacity to make infer- 
ences from written text and to generalize* and transfer what has 
been learned to other settings. This description o£ the variccj 
skills and capabilities that readers may possess corresponds with 
certain typologies and hierarchies that have been developed by 
psychologists to describe the stages of reasoning ability. In some 
of these models, it is writing that introduces a stage of logical 
thinking that is not possible in cultures with only an oral tradi- 
tion. 4 Even so, the growth of modern literacy in the West must 
be described in terms of hot simply a rise in the capabilities of 
.the reader and writer,- but also the increasing access to s all levels 
. of.skill by ever larger portions of the public. 

Since written communication has been central to the way .we 
have defined ourselves as a civilization, it has appeared on the re- 
search agenda of almost all of our disciplines. Psychologists fiave 
been concerned with the way written material is processed by the 
reader, and rhetoricians with the ways in which persuasion pro- 
ceeds through written discourse. Economises have investigated 
the benefits and costs of investment in education, while sociolo- 
gists have paid particular attention to socialization and the effects 
of schooling. No single discipline has monopolized this study. 
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Historians ayd aythropologbts, however, have had the 
broadest concern .witii'tlTe* social experience of literacy and its 
meaiiing^/ihe Cornier have examined the g$0*k^9f books and 
newspapers, the appearance of lihrarieXTTtiecmVl^/eiice of mass 
public schooling, and the evidence for literacy pXcsentcd^by the • 
ability to sign. 5 The latter have tried to look atvhe effects of 
access to rcadiiij/and writing on the cognitive capabilities of sub- 
groups within different cultures and in a bro^dej><vay at the rela- 
tionship of oral traditions and literate culture. 6 

This research on literacy in other societies and settings may , 
be helpful to participants in the current debate over American lit- 
eracy goals. There is great puolic concern today over the effec- 
tiveness of our'schooling, the reading tastes of our public, and 
the kinds of investments that ought to be made to raise stand- 
ards. Perhaps because of this controversy, there is considerable 
interest in the range of questions to winch historians and anthro- 
pologists have increasingly liirected their attention. What has 
been responsible for the spread of literacy in the past? What 
abilities have characterized the literate? What environments have 
promoted literacy litost effectively ahd in what ways? How has 
the ability to read and write affected life goals, mobility, and the 
attitude toward traditional values? 

A group of historians and anthropologists, along with critics 
from a number of disciplines, were brought together by the 
Center for the Hook at the Library of Congress on July 14-15. 
1980*. to deal with these questions. The pancrs they produced 
were excellent statements of what is currently known about ccr- 
tain aspects of the spread of literacy in thc-mcdicval and modern 
periods. Selected contributions have been revised, for publication 
\ in this volume. • 

■\ In the chapters that follow, six historians and one anthro* ( 
pologist look at the relationship between literacy demand and en- 
viionment in particular national settings over the past seven cen- 
turies. The sources of demand for literacy in England are ex- 
plored before the introduction of the printing press, and the 
spread of literacy in Kngland and New Kngland is traced in the 
centuries that follow. China and Russia are examined during the 
prci evolutionary years, when proposals for bringing basic literacy 
to the mass of the population were lust introduced. The question 
is then posed ofliow we may best proceed to foster basic literacy 
among minorities in American urban centers today. 

The concluding essay reviews seminal work in other Ileitis or 
snhdiscipjines that has iiillneiited the thinking of mauyW our 
contributors. . 



4 



VtW ADINr. IJlf. WORD. .AN IN IKODt C I ION 



Those who ha\e shared then jdras with one another in these 
page* and hi the halls of the JJJ>|ai y ol (Congress gained a strong 
sense of the relevance of their research for the priorities ofour 
nation in raising levels of literacy, training, and communication. 
For their stippoii of our endeasors. we would like to express our 
appieeiatioii to the National Institute of l.dauation and its literacy 
project leader; Ramsey Seidell; the Center-lot the Book in the Li- 
bra 17 /of Congress; and the ^Rockefeller foundation, which. ;A 
('ariicRic-NIelloii^l'iiivcrsUy. has undei written many historical in- 
vestigations tljat hear on 1 orient public polity. 
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Looking Back from , 
the Invention of Printing 



Y 



b\ Michael T. Claiuln 



Michael T. Clam hv is reader in medieval history at the I'ntversity of Glas- 
gow, lie tyu been at work for sexeral years on a study of how readership 
gr/w and became secularized m the last feu* centuries before the introduction 
fj the printing press in England. f 

Extending the argument presented in From Memory to Written 
Record: England, 1060-1307 (Cambridge, Mass.: Ilan'ard I'niversity 
% f*tess. 1 979), />r. Clanchy says that our modern view of literacy ru public 
and rueful has its roots before the introduction of the printing press m high 
medieval civil administration and public law. 



The invention of printing with movable type in Europe in the 
middle of the- fifteenth century is commonly seen as the starting 
point of* a new age. Modern and progressive times begin with 
printing; the* period preceding it is obscurantist and medieval. 
Without printing, literacy could never have advanced, and our 
modern world would have been inconceivable. In this way of 
thinking, die invention of printing is associated with the Renais- 
sance, which revived classical learning, and the Reformation, 
which brought knowledge to the people, The thousand years of 
European' history between 450 and 1450 then became a negative 
time, the Middle Ages, sandwiched between the classical world of 
antiquity and the modern world of progress. This frame of 
thought fails to put the invention of printing, and the literate cul- 
Une % whkh produced it, into a sufficiently long historical perspec- 
tive. Historians tend to oveidianiati/e and to present the period 
in which they specialize — whatever it is — as the starting point of a 
new age. The history of medieval literacy has suffered Jrom this. 
For example, Lucicn Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin emitled their 
work on the effects or printing IMpparition du Litre (translated as 
The Coming of the ttook), and Margaret II. St ill well entitled hers The 
Beginning of the World of Hooks, HU) to H70. x These are excellent 
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uoiks. hut thru titles ate misleading, miu e the book made it\ ap< 
|KMr.iiut a m the* ioiuth ieniiu\ ( not in the liltcenth. ami begin* 
rung a wtjjifof books *.cs the wmk ol ni4tiirv.il m%uks and not 
of piimer^T 

^ Printing and Medieval Tradition / 

Instead of vicwiirg pinning Js du- m.ii uiij* point ol a new agyl I 
want (o look it it as the endpomt ot inhumation ot a iiitllciiiiiuiu. 
Writing was ol extiaoidtnai \ importance m medieval tuliuie. 
oiheiwUe pt'ihfing would not haw been iinenied 2 lo the uiian- , 
swciablc i|ucMion "Win was punting unfilled in KuYopc in the 
MaOsr" I MmldMnpothesi/e thai Western Fur ope lud bv that 
time achieved a more wgotous hiciaie culture than au\ pre\iotis. 
civilization in the wot Id unhiding China. The elements of thallit* 
crate culture are the subject ol this paper. Historian' ol 'literal > 
have tended to concentrate on it ^ extension to the masse* and its 
leasuicmcnt by minimal but uniform tests (partii ulatly the abili- 
i\ to sign one's name) in the la^t two 01 three centuries. Hut it is 
as impotent to explain how literacy first established itscll and 
became sufficiently \igoioiis to sustain the mass pinduction ol 
printing. Medieval intellectuals \seie aw tie thai they weie dwails 
who stood on the shoulders of giants (the piophets of the Old 
Testament and the sages of Cticece and Rome) and thus saw lur- 
ther than their foibciii.v 3 We modem educator* on the other 
hand are less uadv lo acknowledge that we in <>m turn stand on 
the shoulders ot the monks and schoolmen ol the Noddle Ages 
who pioneeied hooks. The immediate i.nusccpiciic e nl piiuting 
was to make medieval books fnore wulelv available. Marshall 
Mel nhan\ epigram, "the sixteenth and seventeenth criuuiies 
saw more ol the Middle Ages than had ever been available to 
aiivbody in the Middle Ages.", needs Mussing. 4 Assessments 
vaiv, but at least three -ipiai t ei s ol a\\ books pinned before IMM) 
were in Latin ami most books printed in the next ceutmy wen- by 
medieval or amient authois. n While in some areas ol experience 
printing nraiked a new stall, in otheis it iciiiforccd medieval ways 
ol thinking because it caused them to be incur Utuloitnly dib 
fused. n \ ^ 

In otdrj to show how ptiutllig girw c#^i)l the medieval cm 
vironmeni. 1 will coiiccimaie on what (fuieiiberg ol Main*, the 
inventor ol Kuropean % p r » nUII K' wwed to achieve, 11ns is a con- 
tentUuis subject.' however, because the invention o| punting is 
not well c|nc itmeutrcl. lis pioneeis wctcvtiot ibe academics and 
authois who were to beuelii bom it. hut technologists and Inui- 



LOOKING BACK' FROM THE INVENTION OK PRINTING 

nessmen for whom" it was an industrial venture, Gutenberg was a 
goldsmith and his partner, Fust, was a lawyer. The first dated 
printed book, the Psalter of 1457, Bears the names 'of*Fust and 
SchoefTer, who was the type designer, Such men, like the largely 
anonymous craftsmen who biiilt 'the* medieval cathedrals, tended 
to be secretive and practical, They Were riot "accustomed to ex- 
posing their thought's for posterity in the way monks and aca- 
demics did. Consequently thc'earliest evrdence about printing, asi 
about ;SO many medieval developments', cam only be 'glimpsed, 
•through the forrnal records of lawsuits, Gutenberg's colleagues 
^were disappointed with hirAand sued him for failing to produce 
the goods. How had He disajjpointed thijjjp? The most attractive 
hypothesis is that Gutenberg was a perfectionist who intended to- 
produce a perfect book; whereas .his colleagues demanded a, 
rnore immediate return on their investment. 7 

The problem Gutenberg faced was to produce something as, 
good as even the average njedieval book. Although ^Block-books, 
(such as the woodcut Biblia^auperum) were probably produced 
earlier than Gutenberg's indention, they were far inferior in ap- 
pearance to books written by scribes and were therefore not a so- 
lution to his problems. 8 Gutenberg could not hope to surpass the 
best medieval books, for no books have ever surpassed irr quality 
of production such works as the Book of Kejls^ the Winchester 
Bible, and the Tres Riches Heures du Due ^Berry. Medieval 
manuscript' books are among the greatest works of art in the 
world/Their texts are generally elegant and ordered, written with 
highly controlled regularity of penmanship, and they are embel- 
lished with colored inks to clarify the text for the reader and to 
please the eye. Very few, of course, are as fine as the lavish illu- 
minated manuscripts mentioned above, which were made for 
princes both religious and seqrffir, but, conversely, really badly 
written manuscripts are even more unusual. (Incompetent work is 
a subject which has not yet attracted the systematic attention of 
students of medieval paleography and illumination.) The tnai^i- 
script books of Gutenberg's time were not therefore primitive 
precursors of printed books. On the contrary, they presented an 
image of perfection, encapsulating a thousand years of experi- 
ence. That fact is demonstrated here in the Library of Congress 
by the manuscript Giant Bible of Mainz, which ejnanates from the 
same time and place as the earliest printing. 9 Gutenberg likewise 
seems to have thought that his books must be as perfect as possi- 
ble if he were to win a market for them, f 

The kind of market resistance Gutenberg may /have feareck^ 
revealed in the denunciation of printed books by Johannes Trith^; 
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emius, abbot of Sponhcim, in 1492: "If writing is put on to 
parchment it can last for a thousand years, but how long will 
printing on something paper last? At the' most a paper book „ 
could last for two hundred .years," 10 In, fact Trithemius was 
unduly pessimistic; he had refused to admit, the competitive 
standards set by Gutenberg, as the best printed books have sur- 
vived the centuries. Furthermore Trithemius himself used the 
printing press to disseminate his views, and he was in fact one of 
the pioneers of publishing. 11 Nevertheless the contrast made by 
Trithemius between traditional manuscripts and printed books 
does illustrate a fundamental difference between medieval and 
modern attitudes to technology. Medieval monks took a long 
view of time^ because they lived under God's eternal providence 
and wrote their books as an act of worship and a sacred charge 
for posterity. Modern technology, on the other hand, of which 
printing was the forerunner, takes a very short view, because it 
responds to a mass demand in the present regardless of the con- 
sequences. In the passage cited above, Trithemius see$ printing 
as an essentially superficial process (the words are superimposed 
on frail paper), whereas thq medieval scribe incised tfce words 
into the parchment with his pen. The act of writing was often lik- 
ened by monks to ploughing the fields: "The pages are ploughejjr 
by the divine letters and the seed of God's word is planted in the 
parchment, which ripens into crops of completed books (librijper- 
fecti)} 9 12 Medieval scribal culture demanded that printing, unlike 
other technologies, should start fully developed because printers 
tab" had to produce iibri perfecti. « / 

■» ' / 

The Earliest Printing / 

What has survived of early printing is partly a matter of chance, 
and the chronology is imprecise; Even so, enough has now been 
established by scholars to make^pattem discernible. Of particu- 
lar significance are the earliest works of all, because these indi- 
cate the types of medieval writing ^which Gutenberg and his asso- 
ciates thought could b£st be exploited by minting. Later printers 
profited from their ^experience, whereas/ they— like the Portu- 
guese navigators wKo were their contemporaries— had to venture 
into uncharted seas^The records of these first voyages into. the 
printing market are therefore peculiarly valuable. The works of 
the first two decades of printing ,0450-70) have been conven- 
iently listed by Margaret B. Stilhyelt* I will narrow the list even 
further and consider the thirty-nine pieces of printing which are 
Ascribed to the first decade ending in 1460. When analysed by 

( 



LOOKING HACK FROM TIIK INVENTION pi* PRINTING 

function these pieces lull into three main categoric^, with a fourth 
category on the periphery:/ 

(1) Sacred Literacy, In pride of place startd the Latin Bibles 
and prayer books (eleven items), which include the largest and 
most magnificent works:, the 42-line Bible (the first printed 
book), the Psalter of 1457 (the first dated printed book), and die 
36-liric Bible. 13 I would describe the common factor of function 
in these works as "Sabred Literacy": these were the principal 
texts in thechurch's liturgy, with the books of the Latin vulgatc 
Bible (the translation of St. Jerome done in the late fourth cen- 
tury) as their foundation. 

(2) Learned Literacy. In the;* second category I place seven 
pieces of Donatus, the basic Latin grammar, which (like the vul- 
gatc Bible) had been in use since the late fourth century. 14 In 
this category likewise I place four scholastic works (three of them 
dating from the thirteenth century, including a piece of Aquinas) 
and one medical calendar. 15 These twelve items I would describe 
as providing for "Learned Literacy"; the tradition of Latin learn- 
ing which had taken shape in the late Roman Empire and devel- 
oped through the Twelfth-Century Renaissance into the summae 
of the schoolmen. As Latin teachers never wearied of repeating, 
grammar was the basis of all this learning, and it is therefore ap- 
propriate that Donatus should have been so frequently printed at 
the beginning. f ' 

(3) Bureaucratic Literacy. In the third category I place four 
indulgence Certificates issued in the name of Pope Nicholas V 
(1447-55) for the crusade, two papal bulls (one translated into 
German) likewise concerning the crusade, and five pieces (mainly 
papal bulls) concerning canon law. 16 These eleven items are 
products of the development of papal authority since the twelfth 
century. This was characterized by the issue of thousands— and 
by the fourteenth century of hundreds of thousands— of papal 
letters or decreta which formed the basis of>ffie canon law. Print- 
ing was well suited to the proliferation of such documents as in- 
dulgence certificates, as they were comqion form apart from the 
blanks which could be left for the date and the beneficiary^ 
name. 17 (The earliest dated printing from England by Caxton is 
likewise an indulgence certificate from 1476. 18 ) This use of 
printing I would describe as catering for practical or "Bureau- 
cratic Literacy." This was concerned not with books as such but 
with documents, and it had its medieval origins not in the fourth 
century but in the twelfth- and thirteenth-century growth of bu- 
reaucracy all across Western Europe. 

• 11 
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(4) Vernacular Literacy, Finally, Hvo of the thirly-nine earliest 
pieces of printing are directed exclusively at German readers in- 
stead of Latin. Two of these have death and the last judgment as 
their sulAect, ,nnfl the* other three are likewise concerned with 
prognostication as they are fopins of calendared 9 - I^wouliTTle- "** 
scribe the common factor in these pieces as /'Vernacular Liter- 
acy": works which Appealed to si wider public than the elite of 
Latin readers. The long-term future of education lay of course 
with the vernacular languages, Nevertheless, judged by early 
•printing, their place was still peripheral, Vernacular works ap- 
pealed to a relatively wide public within a particular region, but 
against this had to 1 be, set the fact that they were restricted to a 
particular language area, Latin on the other hand provided an in- 
ternational market, and it still retained unique prestige. As the 
language of literacy for a millennium ^nd more, it had proved w to 
be' the hardiest of perennials. To be literate ideally meant to be 
learned in Latin in the fifteenth century as much as it had in the 
fifth or in the days of Cicero. 20 ; / 

As has often been pointed out, neither in their appearance 
nor in their content do these earliest pieces of printing differ 
from manuscripts. Th£ pMnters aimed to imitate manuscripts as 
closely as possible. This presented the first type designers with 
unusual problems, as fhey had to provide typey for numerous 
letter forms and for the abbreviations used by nTedfeyaf scribes. 21 
The first "sacred" bopks were printed in various fonts of Gothic 
type (the formal befok hand of manuscripts), whereas such "bu- 
reaucratic" documents as indulgence certificates imitated the cur- 
sive hands of chanceries. Whether manuscript or print, each 
script had to appear in its appropriate form in order to be valid. 
Gutenberg would not have dreamed of altering the "sacred 
page" of scripture, or the traditional transmission. of literacy in 
imprints of Donatus; still less would it have been wise to tamper 
with the routines of papal bureaucracy. The most challenging 
problem was to reproduce in print the variety of color in medi- 
eval mcuiuscripts. As has already been suggested, Gutenberg 
seems to Have been determined to do this, whereas his colleagues 
Fust and Schoeffer were satisfied with a little less. 22 In the first 
printed book, the 42-line' Bible, the rubrication and border illu- 
mination was done by hand. Yet even Fust and SchoefTfer were 
perfectionists by later standards, as the Psalter they produced in 
1457 was printed in three colors (black, red, and blue), and it 
even has "printed calligraphic ornament. 23 What it lacks, which 
Gutenberg perhaps aspired to, are colored images in the margins 
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likewise produced by print, Gutenberg succeeded in automating 
The scribe but not the artist. , ; • 

Looking Hack at^acrcd literacy 

By losing back from the earliest evidence of printing, we discern ^ 
across the medieval cciuuries those' elements hi, (he development, 
of writing which macje tlte printed book possible, The most fun- 
"daiiieutal creation of all was the book itself. In the ancient world 
the scroll was the usual format of Wiling. The boo^ or codex 
format, comprising pages which are turned over, was known to 
the Romans but its use was uncoiinpAn and secondary to scrolls.' 
The early Christians seem to have |ljositively favored the book 
format, because it distinguished their scriptures from those of the 
Jews and pagans. 84 They also first developed the abbreviations 
so characteristic of medieval and early printed texts. Christianity 
likewise seems to have been responsible for the changeover from 
papyrus to parchment as the commonest writing material. This 
change cannot be explained in utilitarian terms, since papyrus is 
in fact as resilient as parchment. However, like the scroll format, 
papyrus may have been too closely associated in the minds of 
early Christians with the pagan lore of antiquity, which they were 
determined to supcrsede^Christianity can thus be said to have in- 
vented the parchment book, ^hose official baptism is marked in 
332 a.d. by the Emperor Constantine's order for vellum Bibles in' 
the principal churches. 

By the seventh century> Christian manuscripts were distin- 
guished from all others not only by the book format but by their 
being illuminated. 25 Although some writings in the pagan Medi- 
terranean world had colored illustrations, 26 these are different in 
character from medieval illuminated manuscripts. The difference 
is that in medieval manuscripts individual letters, as distinct from 
pages or subjects, are embellished with precious paints and often 
with images as well: these are riot illustrations but illuminations. 
The effect of illuminations was to make books both awesome and 
attractive. The modern utilitarian reader will say that such illumi- 
nation is unnecessary and indeed inappropriate in printed books, 
but that is vyisdom after the event. The monks of the seventh 
century who pioneered illumination in such sublime works as the 
Book of Kells and the Lindisfarne Gospels evidently thought it 
essential. They were writing the sacra pagina, the "sacred page" of 
the scripture, in the expression of which no trouble or expense 
could be too great. 27 Monastic scribes were not hireling scriven- 
ers, like the slave writers, of the ancient world,, but the Lord's 
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shepherds who enfolded the divine words in the interface of their 
designs. Their work fills the modern viewer with voitder at its 
craftsmanship and that is the right reaction, because illumination 
was intended to by wondcr-wprkiilg. The earliest Irish manu- 
script witli decorated fellejs, thfc (fythach (the "Battler';) ofySt, 
Columba (dating from about 000 A.n.), was so called bccnuM It 
was carried in battle as a talisman. * H The Lindisfarnc Gospels , 
and other great liturgical books were similarly treated as holy 
relics. ■ > ' - . 

Monastic illumination of manuscripts gave to writings ;i force 
find prestige which was unprecedented. Throughout the millenni- 
um of Western monasticism (500-1500 a.d.), th* rich founded 
monasteries so that monks might .pray and worship on their 
behalf. The monkd displayed the fruit of their labors to their pa- 
trons in their churches and other works of art, particularly in 
their books. When with growing prosperity from about 1250 on- 
wards the demand for individual prayer reached downvto the 
middle class of knights and burgesses, they began "to want 
wonder-working books of their own. 20 They could not afford to 
buy a chantry chapel or a jtfwelcd reliquary, but a small illuminat- 
ed manuscript came within their means as the first step towards 
the purchase of paradise. Ladies in particular toofcto reciting the 
Latin Psalter and treasuring illuminated books of hours. In fif- 
teenth-century depictions of the Annunication, Mary is often 
shown seated in a sunlit bower with*an open book of hours on 
her lap or displayed On a lectern. 30 Likewise she is sometimes 
depicted with the child Jesus on her knee, showing him a book of 
hours. 31 The habit of possessing books might never have 
reached the laity if writing had not been so luxurious and so cov- 
etable. Illumination introduced the laity to script through images 
which could not fail to attract the eye. The children of the pros- 
perous were introduced to the Psalter by their mothers or a 
pfiest for the purpose botrf of learning to read and of beginning 
formal prayer. To own a Psalter was therefore an act of familial 
as well as of public piety. Fust and Schoeflfer's Psalter of 1457 
and the Gutenberg Bibles made the treasures of a millennium qf 
monastic culture available to buyers. This was the first market for 
printing. 

Perhaps only a minority of these new lay book owners read 
the Psalter with full understanding; but that has been true of 
owners of books at any time. Moreover, understanding a book 
meant something different to the medieval reader than it does to 
us. Monastic reading, lectio divina, was not a utilitarian procedure. 
In the Rule of St. Benedict, each monk was given one book to 
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study for it year. 1 *" I'his K avi * ' ! ' m x " m * 10 x{ '>y incutplioiv 
tally chewing over fu meaning . St Amielhrs Meditation on Unman 
ne\imjttum (roinpoHcd in ilie lOOOsjjdesnibes the process; "Taste , * 
the goodness prygiirYrclccnitM- , v.. chew the honeycomb oGhis 
words, suck ilicirllaivoiir which U; sweeter than honey, swilltow 
their wholesome sweetness; chew ','jby thinking, Mick by iihcl^r* 
standing, swallow by loving and jejojeing," tta The process of ru- 
iiiitiatton was assisted by the brillityjt colors'of ihe illumination^*; , 
•The ink with whirh we write' is humility itself," wrote a monk of 
Durham in the twelfth century,. wl'iile "the diverse colours where* 
with the hook is illuminated noj^unworthily represent the grace 
of heavenly wisdom," 34 I bis .jfyfcclom was the gift of the Holy ^ 
Spirit, shining through lalliblt^nen. Illuminations in hooks had • 
the .same sort of effect 'as the gained glass aud jewels of the great 
churches. They helped the worshipper through the refraction (>f 
color and light to absorb the Waning of the work into bis inner 
Ihmur. ' ; ^s/^^jA 

Aurum nee sumptus, op*^^ Nohilc claret 

-opus, sod opus quod "iiobfle chvret -clarified mentes, ut cant 

per lumina .vera ad Verum' lumen . . 

(Marvel riot at gold nor the expense but at the craftsmanship 
of the work. Bright is the noble work, 'but work which is 
nobly bright, brightens minds, so that they go through true 
lights to the True Light '. . .) < 
This verse of Abbot Suger, in praise of his gilded doors at St. 
Denis in* 1 140, applies equally well to the way illuminated books 
were intended to Shine through to the truth. 35 Beyond legere 
(reading) was intellegere (understanding). Mastering the literal 
meaning of a text was merely the first step before proceeding to 
its higher, meanings: allegorical (intimat?ng eternal truths); 
tropological (prescribing moral duties); anagogical (anticipating' 
future happenings). 36 Only then did the scripture make full 
sense. St. Paul's words "the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth 
life" were the basis of the medieval approach to scripture and 
hence to other forms of reading. 37 Perhaps this is why the earli- 
est printing was made to look like an illuminated manuscript^ 
"written" (in St. Paul's words) "not, with ink, but with* the spirit 
of the living God; not in tables of stone, but in fleshy tables of 
the heart," 38 whereas the truth was that the bed of metal type , 
from which a printed text was produced was as insensible as a 
"table of stone." 
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Looking Hack m the Other Forma of Literacy 

Although works of "Sacred Literary" hUumI in pride of place in 
the earliest priming, oilier pieces were produced which 1 have' 
categorized a?* providing for M Leai;ued Literacy." "Bureaucratic 
l.iieracy, M and '\Veruanilar Literacy." These foruif do' not re« 
quire as full m\ exposition, :\s they are more familiar to the 
modern wuleiv Neverdielesshere also medieval forms differed 
from ours and euiitiiliutecl to die growth of literacy in surprising 
ways. To consider a I .earned, literacy" fust of all; As we have 
seen, this was represented in the earliest printing most frequently 
l>y Douatus, the Latin grammar which had been in continuous 
use for more than a millennium. Medieval attitudes to classical 
Latin were ambivalent, No less an authority than Pope Gregory 
the Great (5904KM) despised grammar because he thought it 
'"entirely unworthy to confine the words of celestial revelation 
within the rules of Douatus, " W Hut it was an inescapable fact 
that the words of the scripture were confined within these rules 
because Aelius Douatus, the author of the grammar, taught St, 
Jerome, who produced the Latin vulgate Bible. I-atin style was 
first absorbed by .reading the Bible, starting in early childhood 
.with the Psalter, and then developed formally through grammar 
and the study of classical authors, particularly Virgil, Cicero, and 
Ovid. Through teaching and copying texts, the monasteries 
became not only the guardians but the promoters of pagan classi- 
cal learning. The school and library of Monte Cassino, the 
mother house of Benedictine monasticism, best demonstrate this 
continuity of the classical tradition in the early Middle Ages. 40 

There was of course some decline between the sixth century 
and the twelfth in both the quality and the quantity of Latin writ- 
ing. Nevertheless this had the paradoxical effect of giving liter- 
ates peculiar prestige. Litteratiis in medieval usage meant to be 
learned in Latin rather than to have a rudimentary ability to read 
and write. 41 But Latin learning was also directly associated with 
the church. As a consequenccthe elite of the church, the clerici, 
became identified with the learned elite, the litterati By the 
twelftlTcentury the terms clericus and litteratus were synonymous. 42 
i The clerivi had important privileges which the litterati consequent- 
ly shared. In later medieval England the most conspicuous of 
such privileges was benefit of clergy whereby a person found 
guilty of a serious crime was exempted from the death penalty if 
he could prove that he was Litteraius. 43 The test usually consisted 
of reading a passage from the Psalter, which (as we have seen) 
was the starting point of both biblical and Latin study and was 
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ahi> HKhl appjnpiMlely— the first hook hi IrtMl a plilllri IMIlir 
and date, Ai thr very time thai pi miimik was invrii|ril in tier- 
many, I'liglUlrrrrnrd* driuniuiruie ilui piisouer* o| "every vari- 
ety of oo upaiion M itu huliiiH laborers war piutiiig their "ilngy" 
by a reading lest.** Stub a lest was obviously a diminution of the 
ratlin ideal o| a /jWw/io being a pmop of eminent learning **ud 
status / l luiH, for e*uuuple, Luglish record* show thai of a sample 
of 1 HI malt* witnesses in Loudon between M07 and* N70, tiii 
(thai is, more than hall) ait* de*ciibe<l as litUititm and b as */u/f«i- 
/•/H' httntitm ("quite Iiic*i\iif 4 ').** I hese litinah air primarily 
liadrsmru and superior aiiisausy dishiuougers, gro<eis 4 hahrr- 
dashers, haiheis, tailois, joiners, and so on, IMUuilus in this ton* 
tent evidently lias something like its modem meaning of "Vompr* 
trnt in die rudiments" rather dian "learned" in the old tradition, 
just as damn in die lair Middle Ages hcgaii lo niran "clerk" 
ratlin ili.in our of die elite, 

li is not my purpose here to rstimair from stub statistic* 
what proportion of the population of LngLmd or of other regions 
of Kurope was Mteiate (in whatever sense) at the lime priming 
was invented, although that should be done. At piesent I wish 
only to emphasize in a general way how clerical privilege promot- 
ed the growth of literacy among the laity. Probably more impor* 
taut than the negative aspect of avoiding the death penalty were 
the positive privileges of the clergy, particularly their endow- 
ments, which comprised by the fifteenth century one quarter to 
one third of all wealth, Clergy were needed at every level ol soci- 
ety, from princely bishops and abbots down to poor priests in the 
villages, AS the clergy were supposed to be celibate, new mem- 
bers had constantly to be. recruited from the laity, and as they 
were supposed to be learned, some knowledge of Initio was the 
criterion for entry. In these ways some Litiii, and hence some lit- 
eracy in the medieval sense, made its way across and down the 
social classes. Educationists are now becoming aware that people 
need strong inducements to be literate. Medieval society offered 
its lilterati greater privileges perhaps than any previous civiliza- 
tion. Certainly only medieval society made the ability to read a 
matter of life and death. 

Another of the earliest uses of printing was for what 1 call 
''Bureaucratic Literacy," in the first instance for papal indulgence 
certificates. Bureaucracy was as powerful' a promoter of literacy 
and respect for writing as either "Sacred Literacy" or "Learned 
Literacy," It has begun to increase markedly in the twelfth cen- 
tury, when secular governments followed the lead of the popes in 
developing chanceries and employing clerks on a regular basis, 46 
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King* began to pr*iri ihrii MrhjeU* Mtlf *Htlr|i druiamU, pai- 
M\ iiluilv (or tatrt, iiumI miiinlt * |»r«riMirt| into the village* 
"Thou an wriirii v my witi thai thou wr| wo«&4You air miiim 
in niy lui a* > on know very wrll), ihe JKm^IUIi Sun£*f Ih* Hutktmt- 
man (dating Irom die lim decide* ul thr lootieenih century) ha* 
t the village l»vaijlr m> hi 4 peanut * ? Unlike the other form* of 
' lunacy iiioirovrr. the growth m| burraucrJky rucouiaged fettling 
4« ninth;** reading* becaWr uMmerou* rletki were nrrd«;tl*y> 
write thr Iriirra and reyiv i*> iheui. The med|ev»| universities 
KrrH out of need r |c»r ilakv I tir earliest lines (|\o|ogoa, 
|'aii», and Salrino) wne distinguished Immii ihe monastic school* 
|»y piovidiug 4 practical education in law, theology, aiuHnrdiciue 
Uuitrrsiiy neuri t 1 tainted .thai ilir*t* new kohject* wen* superior 
to the tlanical 1 111 tic iiliiui of the Seven Liberal Art* 4n*J out of 
lint gfew thr ionttovrt*> of thr mfidtmi (the^j^versily UM*iri * 
ami bute4iuraii) unci ilir at/iyui (thr monk* ami grammarian*), 
I lie* idea of bring "modern" is itsrlf medieval. The best example 
ot 4 "imulein" curriculum i* thr am ttulamtHU, the un of dictation 
or Inter writing, which wa* taught in law school*. The graduates 
of tlir*r courses became thr notaries and secretaries who were 
indispensable 10 bureaucratic administration.** 

"Sacred Literacy" gave hook* peculiar prestige, "Learned 
Lilcraty" made literate* into 4 privileged elite. "Huieaucratic Lit' 
eracy" earned, the diHusiou of documents and of their writers 
ibroiighoiit the town* and village? -of medieval Kurope, Com- 
pared with all this* "Vernacular Literacy" was still making it* way. 
Although by Gutenberg's time vernacular literature had taken 
shape and, in mini countries 'had two or three -centuries of 
growth behind it, vernacular writings do not have >i large place in 
ihe earliest printing. ToMlii* rule there are local exceptions, of 
which Caxlon's printing of Chaucer's Canterbury Tain is ihe most 
prominent. 

The Growth df Literacy 

I he lout forms of literacy which I have identified in the earliest 
printing are a useful way of looking at the development of liter- 
.a*y, but they have the shortcoming of all historical generaliza- 
tions of being oversimplified. There was no linear growth of lit - 
1 eracy from "Sacred" to "Learned" 10 "Bureaucratic" and thence 
to "Vernacular." The four forms were in theory mutually op- 
posed and might have cancelled each other out. Sacred writing 
should not have been used for secular purposes and its painstak- 
ing script (book hand) and illuminations were unsuitable for ordi- 
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nail buunm M*m ul tlW rail* iluutru ^nuirA by monk* 41 v 
atnmrdh wii|»iu|rMtoH4l tltaiimrnt*, bulb in tunirwi and apprar? 
ante, by lair* medieval imiaiial Mandaid* LraMlin&MrM** *4% 
llir»urlH4ll| «|i|»«*r»| in VS*ird t.itrtaiy," 4* it wiu a*£*»iaird 
mill |k4g4ii»in iMtMMMit attitude* iuw49iUji writ* 4Hibi%al«u 
in tbe liiiiF «f Si Bernard in lb* twrlflb trututy *» th*V had l^eu 
in the time of ^iicguty the titr4i KuMbermmr, 4llhMUgu the divi* 
«jou heivjeeu #7/mm ami faut did in fan t4ii*e an increasing |M'u* 
poilMMi of tlta population iu he initiated ijito iht* clerical way uf 
literacy. iImi bad not been the original intention tayinriiWre in 
theory r«t hided Iimhi literal* became it wa* in Mtiti. kvVn if 4 
knitfbt kfirartl to ijr^«t Uim, ifdid not emend hi* own lo\m ut 
culture and education because that wa* m the oral tiadilioii\nt 4 
vernacular language, to die word* of 4 ihiMftiiih-century fciigbdi 
knight, Walirr uf RibtmtMinh. "le Jevere nou* aprrnt rlrr|h«* M 
{ihe hook teachei 11% ihe way of ilir clergy},** Nor W4» "Hurrah 
crane latrraty" 4 simple or ellortle** development Ooctunenu 
were distrusted lor ihr good reason that many of them (particu\ 
tally monastic charter*) wcie forgeries and they did not 41 tit «t\ 
contain information 10 vrulv them, stub 4* ihe date and place of 
i*%uc or tut* writer's 114111c. It was 4 legal t ummonplaic that 014I 
witness deserved mote trrdence dtan writicti^videme; "Wit* 
ncsve* were alive and u edible hct40ie they could defend their 
statement*; wining was dead mark* on 4 dead surface, unable to 
ilatily ilvell if it proved unclear or to defend ilselt against objee* 
tions:"* 0 

Instead ol asking in an impatient moderift way "Why did lit* 
eracy not develop laslcr in the Middle Ages?" v%e uliould he 
aikiiiK "Why did it develop al all, considering the ohsiarle* in its 
|>4lh?" In reply 10 ihe taller i|iieilion I would *UKKe»l thai al- 
though ihc varioiu fount ol medieval liieraiy pointed in tliflereiu 
directions, they overlappctl hetause pratiite wa* leu* self* 
contained than theory. Monk* were often acquainted with pagan 
literature and the language of medieval *cnpture wa* unavoidably 
the language of Doualuv Monk* too came to tertus wilh bureauc- 
racy and secular government, They recorded the charters of 
kings in their cartularies and their worldly deeds in their chron- 
icles. Harder to understand \\ why monks and clerics wroie down 
vernacular epics like Btowutf and the Chanum de Roland, hut ihese 
two had a Christian message. Similarly the schoolmen, who spe- 
cialized in "Learned Literacy,*' had close associations with both 
the "Sacred" and the "Bureaucratic" forms. The purpose of the 
new higher learning, most obviously in theology and canon law, 
was to expound ihe authority of the Bible and the church. At the 
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The Environment for Literacy: 
Accomplishment and Context in 
V Seventeenth-Century England and 
\ Ne\\r England 



by David Cressy 



■David Cressy, a historian at Claremont Graduate tykool, has been working 
in the area of literacy studies since his undergraduate years at the Universi- 
ty of Cambridge: He is the author of Literacy and the Social Order: 
Reading, and Writing In Tudor and Stuarf England (Cambridge, 
Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 19$0) and other books and articles^ 

For* the past few years, he has been doing work on England and 
America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the paper that fol- 
lows, he looks at the cultural , context for literacy in the two societies and 
why it spread. He is particularly concerned with the economic determinants 
. of literacy growth. ' > 

High claims were made for literacy by a succession of writers 
from the sixteenth, century onward. In England and in New Eng- 
land, among churchmen and businessmen, there was a wide- 
spread belief that reading and writing were essential skills which „ 
led to a broad range of benefito. Most writers stressed the spiritu- 
al and religious advantages in being able to grapple directly with 
the Word of God in the Bible, and somq of tfiein drew attention 
to' the worldly advantages associated with being able o to write. 
And most of them, whether explicitly or implicitly, associated lit- 
eracy with a variety of civic and moral benefits, as if it were the 
indispensable correlate of civilization. 

Reforming bishops in Elizabethan England urged "every 
man to read the Bible in Latin or English, as the very word of*-** 
God and the spiritual food of man's T souI, whereby they may 
better know their duties to God, to their sovereigft lord'the king, 
and their neighbour:" This was a theme that was frequently 
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echoed in Puritan writing of the seventeenth century. George 
Swinnock in The Christian Man's Calling lamented, "alas, the 
people perish for wspit of knowledge. And how can they know 
God's" will that cannot read it?" The English Puritan Richard 
Baxter in A Christian Directory admonished parents; "by all means 
let children be taught to read, if you are never so poor and what- 
ever slpft you make, or else you deprive them ofa singular help 
to their instruction and salvation." Instruction al salvation were 
the two benefits of literacy which were repeatedly proclaimed 
^throughout the seventeenth century, with frequent references to 
the '/mercy" or "profit" attuned to th^ skill. Baxter, for exam- 
ple, claimed that "it is a v^'grcat "mercy to be ablc'to read the 
holy scriptures for themselves, and a very great misery to know 
nothing but what they hear from others." Thi&Jast remark touch- 
es' on' cujs of the crucial disadvantages that was generally associat- 
ed wTth illiteracy; without the ability to read ypu would not only 
remain ignorant, but you would constantly be dependent on 
others. Without literacy you w<?re not' only cut off from direct 
knowledge of the holy text, but worse, you would fall short in 
your duty and be much more open to error. 1 . * 

Nor were" these the only sad consequences of illiteracy. *A 
catalog of evils was inVoked to warn of the dangers of inadequate 
education. Without literacy to guide them in godliness, it was 
feared that children might become "idle . . . vile and abject per- 
sons, .liars, thieves, evil beasts, slow bellies and 'good^ for noth- 
ing." ^The inability to read and to write, the absence of a discrim- 
inating education through paper and print, could usherin "ruder 
ness, licentiousness, profaneness, superstition, and any wicked- 
ness." Among preachers and teachers, on both sides of the At- 
lantic, there was a widespread fear that without literacy there 
would be barbarity, "a generation of barbarians in a Christian 
happy land." This tradition found voice in English Puritans like 
William Gouge and Richard Baxter, and in New England clergy- 
men like Samuel Willard. Preaching at Boston in 1707, Willard 
stressed the "usefulness" of literacy and its importance for "the 
way of salvation." The lack of it had huge and troublesome rami- 
fications. "The want of it [literacy] renders persons unfit for 
many services, which otherwise they might profit by, and through 
this defect they render themselves contemptible." This was bad 
enough and might have practical implications in the colonial 
community. But there was more. "When we -consider that God 
hath stored the hidden treasures of wisdom in the records of his 
Word, which must lie by as a book sealed, as to those that cannot 
read, doubtless all parents that havje. regard, to the souls of their 
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children will be very careful to obtain for them this benefit, the 
neglect hereof must leave them guilty of brutish inhumanity. M , 
Other examples might be found, with greater and lesser degrees 
of pulpit rhetoric, but the tradition they represent is clear: liter- 
acy was the key to the success and survival of a reformed Chris- 
tiaaculturc. 2 

Reading and writing could also be credited with securing a 
variety of secular benefits which were equally important for cul- 
tural cohesion. Literacy and education could combat "misordcrs" 
and "disobedience" and could promote /'policy and civility." 
Plenty of authors wcrcwilling to testify to "the vast usefulness of 
reading'! and to argue that writing was the "key ... to the des- 
crying and finding out of innumerable treasures." Through writ- 
-ingratcording to David Brown, "all high matters of whatsoever 
nature or importance are both intended and brosecuted, secret 
nfatters are secretly kept, friends that be a thoittand miles distant 
are conferred with and (after a sort) visited;. tlj^Mxcellent works 
of godly men, the grave sentences of wise mefffand the profit- 
able arts of learned men, who died a thousand years ago, are yet 
extant for our daily use and imitation; all the estates, kingdoms, 
cities and countries of the world are governed, laws and printing 
maintained, justice and discipline administered, youth bred in 
piety, virtue, manners and learning at schools and universities, 
and that which is most and best, all the churches of God from the 
beginning established and always to this day edified." 8 

This was as noble and eloquent an argument for literacy as 
dbuld be wished. Reading was a tool for cultural integration and 
could keep you in touch with people and ideas across the centu- 
ries and across the miles. By programming that reading as a 
corpus of godly texts, a curriculum of select classical learning, or 
a flow of political and administrative instruction, the leaders of 
society could embrace, and to some extent control, the literate 
population. 1 . 

. The practical, day-to-day benefits of literacy could be even 
more compelling. Those who were indifferent to godliness and 
civility might be touched by an argument which appealed to 
pocket and pride. Illiteracy might be socially damaging. Accord- 
ing to David Brown, "not to write at all. is both shame and scathe 
[hurt]." The embarrassment of illiteracy might prejudice your 
business dealings; the scrivener or your partner might take ad- 
vantage of your defect and through illiteracy you might "lose 
some good design." But worse than being tricked by someone 
with superior technical capability was the insult to. one's self- 
esteem and public reputation. "It is shame both to employ a 
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notar to subscribe for llicc in any security, anjJ to want that good 
token of education which perhaps thine inferior hath, for where- 
soever any man of honest rank resortcth who cannot write, chief- 
ly where he is not known, he is incontinent esteemed either to be 
base born or to have been basely brought up in a base or moor- 
land desert, that is, far from any city where there be schools of 
learning, discipline, policy and civility/ 1 4 

This theme Was recurrent in the writings of professional edu- 
cators. Martin Billingsley insisted that writing provided a defense 
against "the manifold deceits of this world' 1 and stressed its par- 
ticularly utility for the protection of widows. A century later 
Thomas Dilworth rehearsed a similar argument, claiming "that 
both sexes should be alike ready at their pen. . . . How often do 
we see women when they are left to shift for themselves in the 
melancholy state of widowhood (and what woman knows that she 
shalj not be left in the like state?) obliged to leave their business 
to the management of others; sometimes to their great loss, and 
sometimes to their-utte^ruin;Jwhen-at_the-Contrary.had they been 
ready at their pen, could spell well and understand figures, they 
might not only have saved themselves from ruin, but perhaps 
have been mistresses of good fortunes." 6 

We should be careful when reading these advertisements by 
professional teachers, just as we should be careful when reading 
the urgings of religious reformers, ttf separate the attitudes and 
motivations of the authors from the reality of the world they de- 
scribe. David Brown, for example, was himself newly arrived in 
London from Scotland and knew how to work on the insecurities 
of his customers. Writing masters could fan and enlarge fears 
about the pitfalls of illiteracy, and might even plant them, to 
stimulate the market. In a similar vein, the preachers, like Samuel 
Willard with his remark about the contempt which might befall 
the illiterate, were creating an image and firming a commitment 
rather than describing a situation. We really do not know wheth- 
er ordinary people in everyday circumstances felt shamed by. the 
limitations of their literacy or experienced frustration or compli- 
cation in their designs. In both its religious and its secular 
strands, the rhetorical stream was insistent on the value of liter- 
acy, but that does not prove that the pppulation at large agreed 
with its sentiments or experienced the problems or delights to 
which it referred. Before agreeing with the proponents of literacy 
and endorsing their remarks, remarks which in many cases sound 
similar to those made by modern educators or custodians of cul- 
tural policy, we should evaluate the context in which they were' 
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uttered and the world to which lliey belonged. Literacy may turn 
out to have been lesji crucial than might he imagined. 

The importance of literacy varied with circumstances. In one 
social situation, in one place or time, the ability tq read and write 
was of unquestionable importance. The affairs of some people 
might be of such a complexity, their aspirations of such a rich- 
ness, that literacy was essential. Other people in simpler circum- 
stances might have no such need of those skills. The literacy 
needs of neighboring communities could'bc entirely different, es- 
pecially if one was enmeshed in the market economy while the 
other was mainly bucolic. Different individuals made different 
uses of literacy in their lives, depending on their social position 
or occupation, their family arrangements, and their rcligous per- 
suasion. This relativity is borne out by both qualitative and quan- 
titative evidence from England, New England, and other early 
ihodcrn 'Societies. It is important to talk of the margins of liter- 
acy; gradations of literacy, and of the uneven incidence of literacy 
in a partially literate society, rather than the simple dichotomy of 
literacy and illiteracy. 

In England in the seventeenth century, as in centuries 
before, a_competcnt and contented life could be lived without 
the intrusion of literate skills. The countryman, according to Ni- 
cholas Breton, could perform his seasonal tasks from year to year 
without recourse to reading and writing. "We can learn to 
plough and harrow, sow and reap, plant and prune, thresh and 
fan, winnow and grind, brew arid bake, and all without book. 
These are our chief business in the country, except we be jury- 
men to hang a thief or speak truth in a man's right which con- 
science and experience will teach us with a little learning," 6 Why 
should the husbandman send his son to school, at cost of time 
and money, if the skills he would then bring home had no obvi- 
ous immediate application? Who needed to be able to read and 
write if he had standing enough with his neighbors already, was* 
possessed of an adequate mind and memory, and had learned 
and could pass on his knowledge of animals, the land and the 
weather through observation and practice? He might even grow 
prosperous and go to heaven without being able to sign his 
name, since neither wealth nor salvation were hinged exclusively 
to literacy'. 

This last point, which cuts against the grain of early modern 
discussions of literacy, requires amplification. Traditionalists had 
never conceded that Bible literacy was essential in religious devo- 
tion, and Thomas More had observed during the stormy first 
decade of the Reformation, "many . . . shall with God's grace, 
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iIioukIi lliey nevvr read si wold of scripture, come as well to 
heaven. 0 Despite the evangelical insistence on reading, the 
church in England continued to stress the oral elements of litur- 
gical jvorship and catechetical instruction', Psalms could he sung 
and sermons could he heard without the complications of print, 
The Protestant revolution notwithstanding, it was not necessary 
to be literate to he devout, and entry into the Kingdom of • 
Heaven was not conditional on being able to- read, Richard 
Steele, in a set of sermons entitled The Husbandman* Calling, told 
his country congregation, /'though you cannot read a letter in the 
book, yet you can by true assurance read your name in the Book 
of Life, your scholarship will serve*. ... if you .cannot write a 
word, yet see you transcribe a fair Copy of a godly righteous and 
sober life, and you have done well'.""* 

In his other roles too the husbandman was under no pres- 
sure to become literate. As tenant . and farmer, subject and house- 
holder, the world of print and script made few inroads into his 
life. Whether he dealt with the manor court, quarter sessions, or 
church courts, all courts of record with a high turnover of paper 
and ink, his participation was oral, interlocutory, and required no 
mastery of reading and writing. The church courts, for example, 
made sure that "the register or examiner have a great care in 
explaining and declaring distinctly and plainly to witnesses all 
and singular the heads and contents" of these articles .and posi- 
tions. " If he had to set his name .to a document it was first read 
out to him, and it made no difference if he signed with a mark 
instead of a signature. An illiterate's mark^ had equal weight in ; 
law to the most flourishing autograph signature, and there seems ^ 
to have been no shame or hesitation in signing with a cross. 8 

With such small incentive to acquire literacy, and little 
enough to do with it if you had it v it is not surprising to discover 
that most husbandmen stood apart from the world of reading 
and writing. Four out of five of them could not sign their own 
names, A study of four English regions between 1560 and 1730 
finds 73 percent to 91 percent of the husbandmen made marks 
instead of signatures on depositions, a level that was only wor- 
sted by laborers and some of the roughest outdoor trades like 
thatchers and miners, for whom the utility of literacy was similar- ^ 
ly underdeveloped. In East Anglia, a prosperous area which sent 
a significant number of emigrants to colonial .America, 79 percent 
of the husbandmen were unable to sign, and the proportion grew 
higher rather than lower as the seventeenth century progressed. 
Despite the 'urgings of reformers, despite the presence jn the 
region of a large number of schoolteachers, anoV despite all the 
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blandishments of puritanis/n and the "educational involution/ 1 n 
huge proportion of the agrarian population remained indifferent * 
to literacy. 0 

The benefits of literacy were circumstantial, Ah one moved 
from the level of husbandman to yeoman, horn copyholder to 
freeholder, from .subsistence farming to production for the 
market, the ability to read and, to write grew appreciably in im- 
portance. As the complexity of one's dealings increased, so did 
the advantage of being able to decipher writing and record things 
on paper. The farmer who could jot down market prices and 
compare them from week to week or season to season could 
secure a commercial advantage over his illiterate neighbor, who 
relied on his memory, Financial transactions would grow in 
volume and complexity to the point that David Brown's remarks 
about the "scathe" of illiteracy become meaningful. The yeoman 
who could write bonds and receipts for himself and otherwise 
dispose of his affairs in Writing would develop a commercial flu- 
ency and would be free of the expense and possible un- 
trustworthiness of the scrivener or writing man. Reading and 
writing would become useful and thereby worth knowing. The 
yeoman's practical literacy might include the leading of handbills 
and almanacs and might extend to works on husbandry and self- 
improvement, Almanacs contained a store of usable information, 
weights and measures, fairs and distances, medical and culinary 
advice, as well as calcndrical information, ancl might be referred 
to more frequently than the Bible. Certainly the circulation of al- 
manacs was large enough by the end of the seventeenth century 
for a copy to have been on most yeomen's shelves. ' " 

The quantitative evidence shows, that literacy was indeed 
more developed among yeomen. In the seventeenth century, no 
more than a third of them were unable to sign their names, and 
there was further improvement by the end of the period, Only 24 
percent of the yeomen sampled in East Anglia in the 1660s could 
not sign, while in the southwest at that time the figure was 20 
percent. 10 Among this class of men— independent, and by all ac- 
counts prosperous, farmers— the practical advantages of literacy 
could be tangible and immediate. It did not take a preacher or 
teacher commending spiritual or ideological benefits to persuade 
a yeoman to prize the skills of reading and writing and to, secure 
them for his children, What little we know about attendance pat- 
terns at country schools suggests that the yeomen and the shop- 
keeping classes were their major patrons. Even establishments in- 
tended for ■" the poor" appear to have had primarily a superior 
freeholding and commercial clientele, The real poor were poprly 
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motivated, while the social and occupational groups most en« 
Kuged in buying and selling, lending and leasing, kept > up a 
steady demand for education, * . 

That demand was secular and practical, As Nicholas Breton's 
yeoman explains; "This is all we go to school for: to read 
common prayers at church and set down common prices at 
market, write a letter and make a bond, set down the day of our 
births, our marriage day, and make our wills when we are-sick for 
the disposing of our goods when we are dead. These are the 
chief matters that we meddle with and we find enough to trouble 
our heads withal/' 11 This may be too narrow a depiction be- 
cause there were Bible-reading activists among the yeoman, and 
some of them bought books for entertainment as well as for prac- 
tical "purposes. But that too may have been environmentally ap- 
propriate. The yeoman was popularly regarded as being on the 
heels of the gentleman, aping his letters and picking up scraps of 
his culture. A taste for literature, or at least a display of books, 
may have been one more way of impressing one's status on the 
community. 

In the rionagrarian sector of the economy, even more than 
on the land, there was a graduated or differential value attached 
to literacy. Varying degrees of familiarity and competence were 
required, or were at least suited, for different types of occupa- 
tion. Among townsmen of various sorts and among tradesmen 
and craftsmen in the country, the level of skill in reading and 
writing might vary with the frequency and complexity of their 
dealings oh paper. To achieve or sustain a position among the 
mercantile elite, full fluency with print and script was virtually in- 
dispensable: Active literacy went with business acumen in pursu- 
ing commercial opportunities, keeping abreast of trade regula- 
tions and shipping news, preparing financial records, and corre- 
sponding with associates. Along the wharves and counting houses 
of London and Boston, literacy might almost be taken for grant- 
ed, although it was still possible to smell a profit without a liter- 
ate education, Literacy was also useful to shopkeepers and spe- 
cialist craftsmen, people like haberdashers and goldsmiths, and it 
could be an asset to retailers and commercial artisans lower 
down the social scale. But manual workers and village craftsmen, 
carpenters and bricklayers, might find no more use for reading 
and writing than did the majority of husbandmen. 

It was conventional in the seventeenth century to distinguish 
between those engaged in "marchandize** and those engaged in 
"manuarie," separating the merchants and tradesmen from the 
artisans and "mechanicks." This was a division for the purposes 
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of social analysis wliUii rrcognUed different cultural realm* as 
well as clillVrrni economic activities, Ii i* also suggestive of a 
drawn? i» Ait ility , practical significance, and integration of 
literacy. 1 *" 

One of ill? clearest acknowledgements of the important? of 
literacy is found in the ext?n*iv?.last will unci testament of Ro|i?rt 
Keayne, Boston merchant of the seventeenth rentnry. Keayne 
ihccI lii?i will, u flfty»Lhoti*and word rambling apologia, lo demon- 
strate to hi* friends, enemies, associates, and posterity thai his 
business affairs were consonant with the standards of lit? commu- 
nity. To assist his heirs and executors, and 10 vindicate hU trou- 
bled reputation, Keayne drew attention to his various manuscript 
notebooks. 19 r 

"Almost everything which belongs to my estate is by myself 
committed to writing in one book or other, either in my day book 
of what I buy or sell, or in my debt book of which there is chiefly 
three in use, namely, one bound in brown vellum which I call my 
vellum debt book, (he other bound in thin parchment which I call 
the new debt book, the third is bound in white vellum, which I 
keep constantly in my closet at Boston and is called my bpok of 
creditors and debtors. . . . There is also in my closet a long 
white paper book bound in white parchment which I call my in- 
ventory book, in which I do yearly, commonly, cast up my whole 
estate." Keayne evidently regarded his records as mor<? than a 
mere financial- archive, although that by itself was a potent use of 
the pen. More important, they were testimony to his transactions, 
a history of his dealings and relationships, and they could be 
called upon to settle agrumcnts in years to come. Old writings 
could have current value, in exactly the manner envisaged by 
David Brown. 

Applied literacy gafe a documentary firmness to transactions 
which could be disputed if they simply turned on a handshake or 
verbal agreement. Literacy offered proof. Keayne's set of papers, 
M somc of which though they be evened and quite discharged 
long ago and crossed, yet 1 keep them by me, that if any wrang- 
ling person pretending ignorance should call thingfejo an ac-„ 
count again, as some have dene, by having recounfc to these 
books and papers I can show them when and how and in what it 
was discharged and evened. Therefore very few of those papers 
are to be neglected or cast by, as if they were kept for no use at 
all/-* 

Keayne even kept records by him in New England which 
documented his dealings and obligations from the years before 
he emigrated from old England. This archival retentiveness may 
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have savrd Iim iwrrrr. tlhallrtigrd about an old KnglUh 1200 
debt, long Mint* discharged, Keayne initial to hi* document*, "I 
looked in all my paper* and writing* where 1 thought it might be, 
lint could find none, top in nidi a remove* many writing! might 
be ln»t, m at least mo mined up with other things so long om of 
date, chat thru* might be no hope unhiding ii" Keayne 1 * reputa* 
linn sullered through thi* dislocation of his filing lyitem, hut 
eventually, "alter long searth iinmiigtt niitiiy bonk* and paper* I 
(mind the leceipi of it in thi* book, being before utterly denied 
th.it it was ever paid.' 1 Site li a vindication wa* only possible 
through active writing and with preseivation ol tlie written 
record, Here was the utility ol literacy demonstrated widi a ven- 
geance, 

Robert Keayne was one ol die richest men in the colonies 
and had business and social dealings ol various son* throughout 
die Atlantic woild. At his level it was quite natural that reading 
and writing should play a major role in his allaiis. The surviving 
account hooka, letter J)ooks. and business journals demonstrate a 
similar mastery of practical literacy among other international 
tradesmen of hi* time. Keayne also went in (or authorship on re- 
ligious and military subjects, and in this too he was not unique, 
But lower down the commercial stale, among (hosts more 
common beings who bought ami sold in less prolusion and who 
had less active dealings in laud, lull and confident literacy was a 
less urgent matter. 

Someone could always be found to set your affairs in the ap- 
propriate written form. No doubt it was more satisfactory to be 
able to read and write if you were buying land, disposing of 
goods, engaging in trade, or trying to keep in touch with a dis- 
taat relative, but one* was not entirely incapacitated by illiteracy. 
A scrivener, secretary, or free-lance writing man could accom- 
plish the task, and if the occasions were not too frequent and the 
service not too costly, there was no pressing need to acquire lit- 
eracy for oneself. Writings by proxy had as much force in law, 
and the fact of illiteracy was no necessary hindrance to a career. 
William Shakespeare's father never learned to write, but he could 
v still fulfill his duties as an alderman of Stratford. 14 Hundreds of 
local officials in the seventeenth century made marks instead of 
signatures, while illiterate farmers and ' craftsmen got on with 
their business with no apparent sense of deprivation. A mark 
would serve as an authentication, and a writing man could draw 
up the rest of the document. 

Glimpses of this activity are found on both sides of the At- 
lantic in the notebooks of men who served as occasional informal 
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tetirMiir*. U«%^ Lowe, a ^hupkrr|iri m (lUtviiM Ml Inglaml, iy 
corded some of (hi* ihite * lit* wrote lritrr«, composed wilU or ra*t 
account* for people in hi* vie iniiy, ^liui iu^ hii literacy with hi* tl- 
hlctaic neighbors. In IMS, fur example, M Juhn llu*leden . . , 
told me dial he loved a \\r\nU in It eland, and id the day afirr I 
writ a love Inirr for him into IirUnd-*' Mom of his writing irrv* 
ice* were of a much mmr mundane natutoi In New Knglainl 
about the *ame time, John haitou, a physician at Miiililrhra«l, 
peilnimed die MMir *oit o| *crvice for hi* nnkurml neighbor*, 
In Ki7H. for example, lit* earned ii shilling!* "for writing a lease" 
and h uif fur writing * petition. Other ruttie* in 1 his account 
hook lelct to luiuellaneuiiv writings, including ** earned from 
William Uikc in Hi7l "for making'** IfilU of lading, a letter, a 
eoiitpt |o the court.'* Physician*, shopkeeper*, *tlioo|ina*ter*, 
clergymen, indeed, anyone in ehfr toiimumity wliVi was known to 
be adept with hi* pen, all could he pressed into occasional serv- 
ice on behalf of the less wclNeducated. Scribal service* were, 
widely available 1 * 

Jheie is a tendency among cultural, social, and intellectual 
historian* to applaud the champions and promoter* of literacy in 
the past and to commiserate with the benighted masses who 
lacked that package of skills. Literacy is associated with progress, 
with rationality, with modernity, with competence, and a host of 
similar abstractions of which *we are supposed to approve, The 
pitfalls of illiteracy, sketched with such passion by the puritan 
preachers, arc readily accepted as real disabilities, because all of 
us know that literacy is indispensable today. Such sentiments may 
be fined for a modernist, but they do not help the historian. If 
we return to the environment of the prcindustrtal world, a plural- 
istic environment in which literacy and illiteracy coexisted, we 
may find that people, for the most part, were comfortable with or 
without literate skills. 

The oral world, with its traditions and laics, proverbs and 
jokes, customs and ceremonies, provided a store of enrichment 
and entertainment which required no literacy for access. Face-to- 
facc communication, the sharing of stories and songs, the retell- 
ing of news and gossip, olfered information and diversion 
enough. This culture of speech and action gave the illiterate 
person his bearings, but it was not at all closed to one who could 
r*ad and write. Nor was the culture of print and script debarred 
from the illiterate. The two worlds interacted, mingled, merged. 
It would be wrong to think of a strict dichotomy. In practice 
there was feedback and linkage, and all sorts of bridging both 
ways. 1 ^ 5 Information and stimulation of a visual, oral, and tradi- 

33 



liuoal kuitt (iMiiiimrfl in he u»rd h> tuaMei* n| literacy, while 
thought* itiul rvprettiun* whu It 41 out* time appeared in print 
could easily «piH nvrr into conversation h>lk»ingeri, for want,' 
could broaden their repertoire hum printed bruadijde*. 
»hi(e ballad printer* nugtit collet t ilirir material from illiterate 
prt formers Only one reader wan ueceiMiy in any assembly ill 
alehouse fir market for a primed iirm to tit* decoded ami mailt* 
iml44t lv available The unuieader* might mU* tltr nuance*, and 
it»i||l>i indeed get die wlmle thing wrung, bill tiiMtnitiii of tttii 
kind could aUo athieve ihr most widespread disseminating of 
news, 

Another ghmp»r of the spreading of new* in llir period 
before newspapeis and ol ihr admUture of oral ami literate rle« 
menu in lamiiuunicaiiun it provided by the work of the author* 
i/rd town iVier*. Kuglith market town* bad ilirir n ien and m did 
seveuteentl'Ceutury Boston, Notices of importance were "cited" 
at the nireiiiiK house, wheie presumably those in attendance 
could read, and then "cried" around the town from *treet to 
siieet, where ibrre' were probably some who could not In addi* 
lion 10 thc*e public duties, ibe ttoston town crier* were *Hn try 
lot* and found goods" and "to keep a book of what they try." 
Ibe lown trier was a walking, shouting h'ulletin board, From a 
lent delivered to him in wining be bad to cry out public me** 
sages, while the clarified advertisement*, which may have come 
to him by word of mouth, wete to be set down in his book of 
record. Literary was a prerequisite of the job, along with a lusty 
voice, although the social standing thai went with it is suggested 
by the additional duties assigned to the t rier in lflflfl. "to clear 
the streets of c arrion and other offensive mailers." 11 

Much of the cultural life of the seventeenth century was not 
strictly oral or literate, but a combination of both. Important doc- 
ument* were read out loud as well as bled for ibe record. Procla- 
mations were proclaimed as well as posted. Personal letters might 
be read out loud to a circle of friends, as well as read privately at 
home. Occasions like these served la open ibe Itleraje world to 
the uneducated and gave an extra dimension of voice and cere- 
mony to those who needed such assistance. ^ 

Hie sermon, par excellence, was a hybrid product, involving 
measures of literate and nonlitcrate activity. In New England, and 
in the preaching tradition in old Kngland. the sermon was a 
direel, auditory experience, live from the pulpit. "This way/' said 
Richard Baxier. "the milk Cometh warmest from the breast/* 111 
lake theater, with which it may have more in common than is 
usually acknowledged, ^c- sermon could be experienced and en- 
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juyrd In one with hiiltt mi mm itirM't. while ju*t 4 few *e4t% 4*4* 
the *4ine peftoimame MtwM be Muurd hy 4. listener who W4* 
fully familiar with die ir*u under di»Mi»»mti and the mutt 
learned tommrni4iie* on ilirnt. In |nr|Mi4iiuii for hi* termuu 
the prr4th?« t«4V have »ptHl iMHif* Mi Hi* library, reading and 
taking Hirtr*. 4ml 4M njiMI amount u| time Mi 4)«iri rHWuon lit? 
may Ii4%r *uuutiitted hi* ir*t m )>4|irr and then crad it tutm run* 
grrgatiuu. or he may have spoken rMempuTEneuuily ftum the 
briefest tml|iuv. Sum* among hi* listeners might he taking note*, 
for Uirt study or tot wider di*»emm4iMMi, while ill* wrronnUi 
liimjeH Hiight rettospettitrly revue mi iiupiuve liU te*t tor puMh 
tatum Aii mm! prttormame, 4 sermon 4* tumli 4* 4 play'Stripi, 

toutd 1 1 V Willi winged word* 4M*J then l»rt'MMlr fllemuf tallied a% 4 
lent 

t tic aigoment that literacy was primarily 411 environmental 
te»|H>nte gains e*tra strength from 41) examination of the attual 
distribution ut bask literacy m early modern society Whedter we 
proceed geographically or in term* of social structure, it is appar« 
riH that hteraiy was present where it was needed ami absent 
whete it W4« ma. Ai the n»k of tautology, and the further tuk tif 
espousing m ecological deierwinisut, I want 10 draw attention to 
toruentratioo* of literacy in plate* whete leading and writing 
were especially applicable, and among smtal groups whose nrd 
tor liter**} was likewise develojird, Iliere are of course c*cq>* 
lion* and counter example*, hut the central tendency 11 clear 

If we ukr 4 Urge rrgiuiul or tuiiuiul u\ei>iew in the le^en^S 
.leenth trtHiiry. we tan dunnguith CMiuruuing 4te4» ul literate 
development. In Frame, for example, the north and ea*t were 
m^te juoiitplidted dun die imidi uiul wrtt. the tur nortli of 
KttttUml w4i mote' illiterate thin the mca around t^mhm. while 
the Knglish settler* ol Mastjtihuietti Bay were muck more fluent 
with reading and writing than dteir rontempurariei in the outly- 
ing parlt of New F.ngland or in the louiheru column. 1 * Cultural 
and ideologic al pressures w ere certainly influential, hut the fat tur 
whrth tiei together ihene pathfinder legiom lor hirricy wa* their 
level of economic development. Their overall environment wa$ 
more demanding of literacy, ITii* h even more clear at the local 
level. Fanning comuuinitiei were let* literate than trading com- 
munities, while within the 4orld of agriculture there were cultur- 
al, educational, and ecomlnic dtderenees between commercial | 
grain grower* am| family ii|>tistence farms, ik-tween tupplien of 
meal for the urban market |ind upland or manhland thepherds. 
Margaret SpuiTord made this pomi alniut the contraiiing commit* 
nitiev of Clambridgeshire, and it helps uv to understand the ex* 
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U*| trirl ; 

duliM* *r IumI ******* than humugrntU* Hugri HthttttrM 

ahwrt-wi ihu in rigbirrnitiHTiuunf fr*ml«wl* JimlMt* * tftralr* 

idkU&r Ml ItlrtiHt 4M»t lllitrtttt'l MtttlH iOUMUr* lh*tt hrt*r<f| 
thru*, dint it trjtainl* liur itni Mjjttr ^ttrulrvttlti irMUMV 
tutfmtUHM* •IMu , ir> IM.t'MIM? «»nt AtfMf*tt£ ?l *hr> |*rflrU4trd 
itrtnw ihr lr%rl hI ilir itrfMHHtrtfl «f ctnuil* !*'• llw MlMf* »Mr 
|OWH*hi|», fcuuM IM* t)tiuti* IWmI MlttiUt ufcutiuiwll \ViUM»H tUt 
MiMir hi** Inum! thi» Ml ihr ttyijirf futllit* *MH Vullri M ifor rml 
t*| ihr ritflilrrutti itmun <mm| 4»t««4Mir* ihr jiaurtn |*ti«M*rt|- 
with "ihr i)rfc«|i*))liiri|l **t thr HUlirl rioiMMUt thr htfhrf 

thr \c\r\ of ittdffcrt 4iihth lhf gtrilrt the unrtl |«Jf rtrifirlMatlf 
lltrf 41 > ittilU 11 

Ihr otgMmrui Mil t*r Uhuttatrd ftum *r*rutrrtiih tritHtf* 
»ir* 4* mrftulte kiio**, W4> 4 "{lUHMil" Ctttmt* 4*i|4irnt 

to hilulMH, »l4UiUh on thr |i4f lummUfV »idr Ml ihr t'ttil te4t' 4ml 
griiriott* Ml |U »up|»h u| rtuigunu lu NVw t MgUml U U IM* *Mt* 
ittiir to I'Mkil Owl aniotig the mou htr«4lr luoHiir* to 

t ngbmt Whrtr** mfwr #fl pritrm <»i thr *thth iiwlr |M*}t4tlaife«<i 
of hiicbtttl ilhiri4tr m thr ntrttl Out dir> touM not ogn 
ihra tutor* 4i thr iHrgmmtoi ul fhc ihr hr*i atjibMr 

tM.lnur JHMHU Hi 4 o^Uir Ml t ti|" M |X*ttrlU Vrl HMhlfl »lfi* 
tttult tcuiiltv, JuiiKhlil illllr«4il f4lr» uiltnl^fftitil S«i |lctirfll 
H^ jK-ttriu ** ,\liriti|tU i** r%|ibiii llir vjmmU"M Ml irf«t* ul ihr 
trllgtoUft itiiti|>tr%itui mI C4«ti tuHUiUUUU lr4*l uilh U* !ltnU4«»*Mi, 
tohllr lh«" Hint! »4tliU<lo*> r%|i|4fMy*MI trUlr% |ilrfA&> Ul ihc 1 
it4Mti» »*l ihr ru%iit»mnrtlt 

tt4iUri K h. lot r*4Hlt*tr 1 h4«t 4ll ihr Itl4fk% n| 4 "|ninl4ti* 
jMtnh Ihr r4tl ul \Vat^nk>4* juinm »»l ihr hung 4it«l Miiuhrtl 
4 iiiiir%»i<m ul t4iiit4l iiHtn*lri^ \jihaiurl Willi «hrrr in ihr 
| filth, 4ml ihr |umh wa* t\\,ni u> tu|»{H»n |ui!i4mriH in rtuh*i»- 
inj{ thr Kn>tot4lMMl. Vt>%* 41 it J (Unrrt-mi, aiMt S*»lrtiii> t r4^ur 4ImJ 
CU^rtuiif Vn ilnrr nujftrt* ui trt«^r »f ihr mm ul lUdlrigh 
nrtr ithtrrair! Whrn thr |*niir%umili W4* irtHlrtrtl to thrift, M*J 
|>rtirn$ tould mil ugn thru citifr iMinn Ami *»h> *huuh| |.hr>? 
llatllriKh W4i 4 nwr%htjnirc«mmumt% 4hH»^ tht* llumr* r*ttui> 
lu |»ruuijul rvtitiutiiM 4<uwiv *j\ thrrji Rra/ing, 4tul Uhi%I ol U» 
huu%rhtihirt^ wrrr t|ir|ttirfil«. Us nUwhiunu im* dutihl hail hill 
totnttumi ul thr m>%irtir^il t!irr*r 4iu! ^tmt 4in| utninaU 4ml 
£r4t%. 4n<i h4<l hitlr nrnl for tjutll (jcn» ur IkkiL* An iKiU|>4tian« 
4l t4hul4tit»n ul tlli«rt4t> in iuijI KiiRUml JilJirct Uirjihrrdi it the 
rxtrrmUv. uilh 82 prurnt of Uuur tamplrd ttnahlr to *ign thrir 
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names, and there is no reason to suppose that their attributes 
were much different in Essex. 

Middleton, by contrast, was the sort of community the Puri- 
tans locked on with despair. Its cavalier clergyman, William 
Frost, enforced the Laudian reverence for the altar and pro- 
claimed the antisabbatamn Book of Sports. Eventually he was' 
ejected as an enemy krthe proceedings of parliament, but even 
under Laud he was found guilty of drunkenness and had to 
ptirge himself of charges of incest and adultery. There was no 
school in the parish, and the ecclesiastical records show no pres- 
ence of a freelance pr licensed schoolmaster. Yet for all this, 
Middleton was respectably literate, with only 57 percent unable 
to sign. Middleton was, in the prosperous grain-growing and 
mixed-farming region of north Essex and was only a $hort walk 
from the commercial and cloth manufacturing town of Sudbury 
in Suffolk. The "occupational mix at Middleton included yeomen 
and independent craftsmen, and it was the stimulus of the eco- 
nomic environment rather than the influence of the^pulpit which 
' accounted for its relatively advanced literacy. In other examples, 
extensive literacy might be found in a community heavily ex- 
posed to puritan education, but in England, and I suspect in New 
England, widespread literacy rests first and firmly on economic 
and environmental foundations. - . 

The social distribution of literacy in preindustrial England 
was more closely associated with economic activities than with 
anything else. A study of more than ten thousand signed or 
• marked depositions reveals a similar profile- in all partis 4 bf Eng- 
land from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries'. 1 ^ literacy 
was>a powerful marker of social position, and distinctive levels of 
accomplishment wei;e found among different clusters of occupa- 
tions. At every level literacy was a function of need, an appropri- 
ate tool for a particular range of activities. 

The gentry, professional men, and merchants were virtually 
all in possession of literacy, and they used reading and writing in 
all their affairs— to get rich and stay that way, to solidify ideas 
and gain access to others, and to service and extend their hegem- 
ony. John Winthrop and Robert Keayrte would be good exam- 
ples, and at their level we should be considering the quality of 
literacy rather than the fact of its possession. In the next cluster, 
' at some distance, would be found yeomen and tradesmen, who in 
turn maintained a solid superiority over humbler artisans, hus- 
bandmen, and laborers. Thfe stratification is indicated in the fol- 
lowing table. , 
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Clusters of Illiteracy In Rural England, 1580-1700* 



Percent Illiterate 



Economic Activity 



Social Status 



0-10 



14-33 
37-52 

56-68 
73-100 



merchants 
retailers 
distributors 
specialist crafts 
manufacturers 
processors 
. village crafts *• 
heavy manual trades 



gentry and clergy 



yeomen 



husbandmen 
laborers 



* • Based on table 68, Literacy and the Social Order, p. 136. 

In alf parts of England the ability or inability to sign fol- 
lowed ]the gradient from clean, respectable commercial pursuits, 
through various types of specialist craft activities, to rough, 
manual, outdoor occupations. The commercial elite, the mer- 
chants especially but also apothecaries, drapers, grocers, haber- 
dashers,Jjnercers, and similar superior shopkeepers, tad a high, 
degree of functional, practical literacy. Their routine business in- 
cluded correspondence, bills of sale; ledger entries, and memo- 
randa, and their writing skills were appropriately developed. 
Most of the business records which survive from the seventeenth 
century belonged to people in this category. ■//'■*• 

The next cluster included a variety of skilled craftsmen and 
businessmen of the second rank, men like goldsmiths .and cloth- 
iers, innkeepers and saddlers, with no more than a third of them 
unable to sign their names. These men were among the cream of 
the working population, providing specialist services and expen- 
sively wrought products. Their success depended more on expe- 
rience or dexterity than a capacity for data management, but lit- 
eracy would be useful for record-keeping or for keeping track of 
suppliers and customers. Their general ability to 1 " write their 
names distinguished them from the middle-ranking artisans in 
the third cluster and shows that they shared certain characteris- 
tics with yeomen. 

The third cluster was comprised of "the industrious sort of 
people," between 37 percent and 52 percent illiterate. Many of 
them were involved in the textile industry, like w^felcombers, 
weavers, and fullers, while others were engajged in the processing 
of agricultural produce, as brewers and maltsters, or ^manufac- 
turing articles of dress, as tailorV and cordwainers. Very few 
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made much use of literacy in their day-to-day employment, but 
some of them found reading and writing valuable as- their trade^ 
expanded into a business. Literacy could be quite useful in rcla-" 
tions with middleman and dealers, although a surrogate or proxy 
could readily be found if the writing became too complex. 
„ A fourth cluster stands out with illiteracy in the range of 56 
-percent to 68 percent. It included blacksmiths and carpenters, 1 
millers and butchen^who were men of simpler skills and lower 
esteem; These were typical of the independent craftsmen found 
in nearly every village. With professional skills that were mostly 
manual and business horizons which were mostly local there was 
little need for them to have received a literate education. 

Finally, steeped in illiteracy was a cluster of tradesmen whose 
ability to write a signature was comparable to that of thVsljus- 
bandmen and laborers. Building workers like bricklayers, thatch^- 
ers. and masons, men engaged in mineral extraction like helliers 
and miners, and alKweathcfcr workmen like fishermen and shep- 
herds were rarely able to write their names. Most of their work 
was heavy and dirty, required more brawn than brain, and often 
isolated its practitioners from regular contact with the rest of so- 
ciety. Paper and writing rarely came their way, and if it did some- 
one else would have to interpret it for them and be satisfied with 
their autograph in the form of a mark. 

Preindustrial England was a partially literate society and the 
distribution tff basic writing skills closely followed the gradient 
and steps of the social and economic structure. England was not 
unique in this regard, and similar profiles can be drawn in other 
societies where information about the ability to sign can be 
checked against status and occupation. Sixteenth-century Poland, 
*for example, had a social distribution of literacy which was re- 
markably like that of Elizabethan England. In New England too 
the ability to sign was strongly associated with wealth and posi- 
tion, and a ranking can be constructed which would compare 
with the clusters of illiteracy in seventeenth-century England. ' 
Kenneth Lockridge, who assembled the New England evidence, 
•prefers not to emphasize this point, stressing instead the intense 
drive of protestantism; but the distribution of literacy in colonial 
America c6uld also be explained in terms of the economic envi- 
ronment. 24 The ability to read may well have been vital on 
. Sunday, but in a world of litigation and land 'transfers with a high 
degree of involvement in local government and trade, the com- 
ponents/of literacy could be valuable every day of the week. It 
was, pefhaps. the combination of religion and utility, rather than 
protesjiantisrn alone, which singled out New England as the most 
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literate society of all in the preindustrial world, although the 
region was nevertheless still stratified. 

Some people in some places might be persuaded into liter- 
acy or have the ability to read and write grafted onto them in the 
wake of a pulpit campaign or through the philanthropic provision 
of education. In Sweden, for example, a persistent campaign by 
the state-supported Lutheran church brought most of the popula- 
tion across the threshold of reading and kept that skill alive 
through regular examination. 85 In England and New England 
there were educators and divines who similarly sought to pro- 
mote widespread literacy, but without massive funding and legis- 
lative commitment they were unable to make much headway. 
However persuasive the rhetoric, it foundered on the indifference 
to literacy of the bulk of the population, who saw no practical 
need for those abilities. Where people needed little literacy to 
manage their affairs, and where they felt no deprivation by their 
educational shortcomings, it was difficult to persuade them to 
embrace a skill which was, for all practical purposes, superfluous. 

Literacy would develop most strongly where it was relevant. 
This could happen even if the ideological message was ambiva- 
lent or unsupportive of popular education. In England in the sev- 
enteenth century, there was a body of opinion that was hostile to 
the expansion of education and which saw popular literacy as a0 
nightmare; but this could not stop the growth of literacy among 
sectors of the population which decided they needed it, any more 
than the Puritan promoters could induce literacy in areas which 
were resistant. The actual profile of literacy owed nothing much 
to the opinions of the elite. Among some groups it was regarded 
as an essential skill; in others it was a desirable accomplishment; 
while elsewhere it was barely useful at all. Everything hinged orj 
the demands crflhe~environment: ~ — ; 

In the century of Shakespeare and Bacon, Milton and Crom- 
well, Newton and Locke, the vast bulk of the English population 
was illiterate. In the eighteenth century, an age of technical in- 
vention and industrial revolution, with a far-flung empire and do- 
mestic newspapers and banking, still 50 percent or more of 4 the 
population was illiterate. Throughout this period there were edu- 
cational and religious leaders who espoused the views of David 
Brown and Richard Baxter, and there was little letup in the rec- 
6mmendation of literacy. Yet most of their message fell on stony 
ground. y 
* If there is a lesson in all this for those trying to achieve mass 
w literacy in the traditionally illiterate parts of the world today, or 
among those seeking to combat adult illiteracy in the industrial- 
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\za\ countries, it can best be expressed in the words of a prov- 
erb: "you can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him 
drink/* Illiteracy is not a disease, to be eradicated like yellow 
fever, but rather it is a complex cultural condition linked to ex- 
pectations and circumstances and rooted in the environment, It 
may be possible, with programs, plant, and persistence, to 
•'attack the problem''* of illiteracy, but there should be no sur- 
prise if the "target population" is resistant. It may be analogous 
to teaching Fortran to a literature scholar. It is alien and external 
until a situation arises in which it can be useful. At the bridging 
stage there will be students and specialists to help with program- 
ming and to tend the terminal, but eventually, if the humanist's 
research comes to need the computational or organizational ca- 
pacity of the language, he will learn it himself. Literacy will flour- 
ish where those who are offered it are aware of and can experi- 
ence its benefits. 
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Toward a Cultural Ecology of 
Literacy in England, 1600-1850 



by Thomas W. liqueur 



Thomas Layueur, a historian at the University of California, Berkeley, has 
a strong interest in popular culture and education in England from the six- 
teenth to the nineteenth centuries. He has explored this area in Religion 
and Respectability; Sunday Schools and Working Class Culture, 
1780-1850 {New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976) and a number of 4 
related articles. 

In this essay, he reviews such matters as the availability of schooling 
and economic incentives, whose role in the spread of literacy in this period 
may have been exaggerated. Literacy, he argues, was often sought because it 
helped a threatened traditional culture (0 defend itself against the new forces 
of the market. 

The historical study of literacy suffers from over a decade of revi- 
sionism. A was once thought *that the industrial revolution cre- 
ated tens of thousands of nevv and increasingly technical jobs/ 
which required an increasingly educated workforce. Now it ap- 
pears that literacy rates in the new industrial towns fell through- 
out the second half of the eighteenth century, and until at least * % 
1850, they remained well below the literacy ratfcs of the compos- 
ite national average and still further below the average of nonin- 
dustrial towns of comparable size. 1 Indeed— as the recent experi- 
ence of f^Jcistani workers in English industry or Turkish workers 
in German manufacturing suggests— in order to perform routine 
factory ta$M one need not even know the language of one's host 
country, much less be able to read or write. 

Moreover, literacy does not seem to be correlated with mod- 
ernity as modernization theorists once thought;, a higher percent- 
age of people could read and write in eighteenth-century North- 
umberland, Cumberland, and Westmoreland — the dark corners 
of the re^lrn— thati in any other region\of the country excepting 
the Metropolis Nor do literacy and the "modern personality" 
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appear lo be correlated, Kven l)y the end of the nineteenth ceil- 
Uiry, literacy had not outstripped the importance of various 
auriplive characteristic* a* determinants of mobility. 9 More gen- 
erally, the role of education in social mobility is being called into 
question," In short, literacy seems reduced to one of those his- 
torical phenomena which are studio*! because llwy. ureUierc: uei« 
ther theoretical nor practical considerations render it important. 

The absence of suc h considerations, in this era of disillusion- 
ment with modernization theory, is due in .part to, a lack of sys- 
tematic data about which to theorize and in part to the bankrupt- 
cy of old questions, We know overall literacy rates and differen- 
tial rates of literacy for various groups in society, for this or that 
locale, from the sixteenth through the nineteenth century, But 
few plausible hypotheses of the middle range can be suggested, 
much less explored, without the data, not just on literacy but on 
social structure. Such data, from a wide. variety of Knglish parish- 
es, will soon be provided by the Cambridge Group, 

Yel myth that literacy might well be and ignorant as we are 
of its sotiaftnul geographic distribution, it remains at the core of 
a constellation of compelling, disparate yet interrelated questions 
in the politico-cultural history of Knglatid. An increasingly large 
proportion of quite ordinary men and women in England, in 
sharp contrast to those in Ireland or in large parts of France or 
Italy or most certainly Russia, learned to read, and a somewhat 
smaller number to writer-beginning in the early sixteenth century 
and continuing on to the late nineteenth century. 4 

Why and how? Why was it that the eighteen' families in the 
tiny Yorkshire Parish of Braythorp without aid from endowments 
or charities supported "a poor woman [that] teaches children to 
read Knglish"? Why was there somehow M a petty schoolmaster or" 
School-dame who taught children to read English and write at so 
much per quarter 1 * in each village of the parish of Felix Kirk with 
its 189 families? 5 If, as I will argue, there was no shortage of ele* 
mcntary education in England before the era of government 
grants or school societies, why was everyone not literate? Or con- 
versely, why were some literate and others not? And why so 
many more men than women? 

The problem, however, is not simply how and why people 
become, literate. It is rather Why the printed word in its various 
forms assumes significance in the lives of individuals and soci* 
cties. Perhaps the most prevalent icon of late eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century radicalism was the printing press; "rude 
mechanic preachers'* were frequently caricatured waving a book, 
and the frontispiece of the most oft reprinted text in the English 
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tradition, lluuyau'* hltfim\ /Viflvn, shows Christian H*uing 01,1 
on his journey, IMMv in Imwl Manifestations ol die written ami 
the* printed word abound in the nooks and nannies ot Kuglish 
society during the* (m|(1iUm-iii1i century, From rhaphooks and no- 
tice* ol tank diseases, to anonymous threatening letters and 
roHee house newspaper*, from placards to prisoners' protean to 
paupers' appeals to magistrates, the word wan everywhere. 

The meaning of literary, of its growdi and uncial distribution 
can only he understood in its broadest cultural context, For most 
people before the inid-nineleeiuh eentiiry, literac y was not the in- 
evitable product of schooling; nor was non-literacy a necessary 
consequence ol its absence. Literacy was not simply a response to 
economic necessity, or the opportunity for social mobility. It was 
in large measure a consumption good which, as Mary Douglas 
has argued more generally, makes ••visible or stable the catego- 
ries of culture/' The main object of the consumer, she argues, 
"can only be to construct an intelligible universe witli the goods 
lie choose." 0 If this is true and if literacy can be regarded as a 
'consumer good, then the historical study of literacy must be a 
study of the interrelationship of reading and writing with culture; 
it must be essentially a study in cultural ecology. 

Advances in ecology, however, are in large measure depend- 
ent on a thorough knowledge of the distribution in space and 
time of the llora and fauna under consideration. Unfortunately, 
we will have no such knowledge regarding literacy until we have 
the Cambridge Group's data. On the other hand, we do know 
and have known since W. Sargent's survey in 18C7 that over 
00 percent of men and 30 percent of women in England could 
sign their names by the mid-eighteenth century, tljat women's 
ability to write their names improved steadily, reaching 42 per- 
cent by 1800 and 52 percent by the mid- 1840s. and that men's 
ability to write increased little until the early nineteenth Century 
and then improved from around 60 percent in 1815 to almost 70 
percent by 1845. 7 

We also know that more people could read, if only a little, 
than could write. By the nineteenth century in Ramsbottom, a 
l^mcashire cotton town, only 26.5 percent or 531 of those sur- 
veyed could write, but 1,316 or 66 percent could read. Among 
adults in Pendleton, 5,924 out of 8,878 adults questioned, i.e., 66 
percent, could not write, but only 2,653, i.e., 30 percent, could 
not read. In three Rutland parishes the results are similar: 61 
percent of 483 aduits could write, but 92 percent could read. 
The relationship between the ability to read and to vyrite varied 
from place to place and between sexes, although we know very 
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little whom nuth variation*, Nevertheless, it remains dear that by 
the middle of the eighteenth century, when over half thepopula* 
lion of England could write a little, quite probably another 20-30 
permit could read at Home level.* 

Our knowledge of the history of literacy More the systemat- 
ic registration of marriages in 1754 is much lea* secure. I dis- 
agree with David Cressy that the evidence is such that we can 
identify the up* and downs of sixteenth*, ieveiiteenth% and eaily 
eighteenth-century literacy rates,* Our sample are too small and 
we know loo little about the populations from which they were 
drawn for such an exercise to be useful. But the educated conjee* 
lures published by Stone in I960 regarding general trends have 
not been essentially altered. Literacy, as measured by the ability 
to sign one's name, grew from 25-30 percent of males in 1600 to 
twice (hat proportion a century and a half later, 

We also know that literacy was not evenly distributee! in the 
population* Those farther up the social scale were more likely to 
be able to read and write than those farther down. Men were 
more literate than women. Urban literacy was higher than literacy 
in the countryside in the mid-eighteenth century, though the de- 
teriorating situation in new, especially industrial areas closed this 
gap by 1800. Finally, we know something of the geographical dis- 
tribution of literacy by 1840. It was highest in London and in the 
extreme north— Cumberland, Northumberland, and Westmore- 
land— and it was lowest in southern agricultural counties and in 
the industrial counties of tancashire, Staffordshire, Worcester- 
shire, and the West Riding. 10 This, in rough outline, is what we 
are in a position to study about literacy. 

Our first moves toward a cultural ecology of literacy thus 
cannot be overly subtle. We must first persuade ourselves that 
the ability to read and write is not simply the product of econom- 
ic necessity or the inevitable product of schools and formal edu- 
cation. The history of literacy is not an cpiphenomenon of the 
history of the marketplace or the classroom. 

Evidence from other societies suggests that quite complicat- 
ed economic transactions are possible without use of the written 
word. Moreover^ until quite recently, only 5* tiny proportion of 
the workforce needed, in some absolute sense* to be literate. If." 
as David Cressy showed, 60 percent of artisans and tradesmen in 
early seventeenth-century Norwich were illiterate. it is difficult to 
argue that the remaining 40 percent required literacy for their 
work. 11 No argument from necessity can account for the fact that 
82 percent of joiners and carpenters could write in the Lanca- 
shire of the 1830s, but only 55 percent of foundrymen and iron 
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or brass moulders, Why nhouUI 70 percent ut sboemakeii be* lit- 
eral? but l*»* than 50 percent of hatters? 11 Cultural fannin and 
not some ironclad external constraint lir behind these variation*, 

There air dure m^jor difficulties with the argument thai lit- 
eracy i* primarily the result of schooling and thui differential 
rate* of liirrucy over time, between several groups, or in different 
place*, air the results of dillWential accesVto formal education, 
It assumes that the prevalence of at hooting is determined inde- 
pendently of rates of literacy; in other words, that schooling is an 
exogenous variable. Moreover, it fails to take into account the iu- 
appropriateness of our institutional category ••school" to most of 
the teaching situations of the early modern period; and finally, it 
falsely presumes that most relevant education took place in a 
school, however loosely described, and thai a person's education* 
al attainment* weit* dependent on the amount of time spent in 
such an institution during childhood. 

Ilefore 1870, school attendance in Knglund was entirely vol* 
untary, Not until the 1810s was the majority of students attend- 
ing institutions provided by some outside agency, and even these 
students in many cases had to pay some fees. One hundred years 
earlier no more than 20-30 percent of all those enrolled were in 
schools provided by anything other than private venture. Thus, 
jh^f£M£\ part of schooling for all of the period we are consid- 
qHEpll^reatcd by the same forces that created literacy; both 
a^^wluWrof deeper cultural currents, and the latter cannot be 
explained in terms of the former, 1 8 

Moreover, even when available schooling is treated as an ex- 
ogenous variable, it seems to have little effect on the literacy 
rates. If we consider the most literate counties in England, only 
in Westmoreland was, the proportion of students taught free in 
endowed or nonendowed schools, i.e., 54 percent, above the na- 
tional average of 49 percent; in Cumberland, on the other hand, 
only 38 percent were taught free and in Northumberland only 28 
percent, both considerably below the average for England as a 
whole. Attendance at schools was, to be sure, considerably above 
the national average, but this reflects the choice of parents, not 
the provision of schools. 14 One could also point to the fact that 
in the .northern counties literacy, was almost as high as in 1839 
without any government involvement in education as it was in 
Scotland, where the much-vaunted parochial system provided for 
31 percent of children in tax-supported schools. In short, some 
complex cultural constellation and not the exogenous provision 
of elementary education fueled the high literacy rates north and 
just south of the river Tweed. 
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Companion* «mh a* their mi county Irvel air notori* 
oudy sutpett, but attempts in totrrlaie literary and si hooting on 
4 patUh Irvrl fun afoul of t|na r |y related evidentiary and concep* 
mal dilWoltiet, Wr know vny littlr about how miuh education 
Will uviiilalilr in |iirtinliuiiic«l laiglaud brtaiur the- taic-Koiirt of 
"school" and of "irachrr" writ* not yrf a* di*iiwl a* thry 
became by the innr of the great nitirirrttlli^vriif my parliamentary 
iuvrMigatioii. 'Hum, a* Alan Smith point* out, women who taught 
reading ami occasionally writing air absent riutrrly hum the 
record* 4)1 ihr Hiwesr c»| Lichfield, except when rriu*amy or 
some other lailifiK brought than to et < Icousiiiul attention.* 1 
Mru Mtiif wiHiicii iwii licensed a* teachers appear hrtc and there 
in record* whith have nothing to do willi education; 4 man pre* 
seined an a fornicator tutus out be a leather a* well; woollier man, 
goi imn lioublr for bring a lYesbyiciian and he too, ihr tccord 
trvcal*i taught, 1- 

Wring a schoolmaster or schoolmiMress was lor many only 
one of several possible designation* of occupational statu*. Mom 
seventeenth- and cightecnth«ceniury visitation queries ask only 
about endowed and chaiiiv schools and lho*c who taught in 
tliriii* Allusions to other teaching was purely coincidental, The 
I7ti» Visitation Returns of the Arc hbishopric of York reveal, for 
example, that among ihr iwcnly families in Firbeck there was no 
school of die sort inquired alter. Ihii there was "our imall private 
school taught by a woman"; **no charily School or Publick School 
of any son" in Kllmiglunii. "except a Teaching inistre** and she 
uncertain number [i.e.. she does uoi know how many children arc 
bring laughlj;" in Abbcrlord we conic upon Kli/abelh Gill Spin* 
ster and Francis llarber, papists, who keep petty schools; in 
Narby Marsh a "sober man" leaches; in Fgglon Chapel there was 
no endowed school, but "several Petty Schools taught by-Poor 
People." We learn from a irial for spousal support -in 1820 I hat 
in 1798 a carpenter of Salisbury abandoned his pregnant wife 
and ran oil to London. Bcrcli. she started a school and taught 
for her subsistence until she had saved enough to go to London, 
where she worked in a linen works. Or how about Wilfrid 
Thomas, clockniaker and keeper of a day school in ilotham. 
York? Men and women like these only randomly appear in the 
surveys upon which historians rely. Poor people, spinsters, forni- 
cators, recusants. Prcsbyicrians. a sober man, a well -meaning 
person, a clockmakcr, an old woman, an abandoned wife — ihese 
arc ihc "schools 4 * of the cighlcenlh ccnlury. and these are impos- 
sible to quantify as the independent variable of a regression anal- 
ysis. 17 
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world suggest dial childhood sdmohng was only our* wjv, not 
ilsrll' vtiilitirut ami in some tasr» not neicssaryvtn become liirf- 
air. Work alternated with formal and infornuhf dilation until ai 
least ynung 4<lullhuuil atitl nunc* ^rMCMlly the driiurt4Uoti be* 
(Hern living 4ticl lr4ttuiiK h^i nol ,m iIi%Uiu( tt lictjiitr Ulrf. 

Si.unim of rthu4tinn htun IVimIIcUui t uul fiuni KimR%I«mi tin 
Hull rullrt'lrcl 4K>iiiul IKK) .irr mikk^Mivc* on ilii* |H»mt. In ihc*<* 
town% iuvr^iig4iun &oughi to iiMriuun nttu atioiul .itlnrvctucnt 
at diflcrcni ages and lur \jriou% dearer* nf %<h<Hilmg by Ruing 
house to home and ittiri>ic*ing puteut%. iluldrcu, or bulb It » 
AirikitiK iful the olde>l ^loup o\ children %h«iwed loiiuVtently 
higher le\eU of aitjiitiiirut iudef)endeul of additional %clMKiliit|{. 
In Kingnciu, t\ *«! percent of !SHU7 thildreu, aged f> tn 10, who*e 
»kilU weir auenaiiied could write, .SI. 8 percent nf the i!H7!l chth 
then aged I.V-1SI could write. Yet lec^ ib.ni 'J percent (42), of tbii 
l.itt group were in 4<hool ( le^"» than , r > peiceni h.id aitentlrtl 
school until they had reached ilurteen, and r*!i percent ha<l left by 
tbrir eleventh birthday. In Pendleton ihe contrail between age 
p groups is, not no Mi iking for rea<ou% that are at present ub*Oirc. 
^'Nevertheless, in this textile town 9W out of 581. i.e.. 10.5 |>rrceiit 
^>f children 5 to 10 could write, 278 out of 887, i.e.. 52 percent of 



those aged KMf> could write, and 250 out of <>12, i e., II per- 
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iriu m| llit»4ir t ^ ^0 imuM *iM M t idily lining liHiiiimrtl 
rim <*iWf »i hooting »t uitrtmiiimi nanor had trawl 

,\V\>*iia^ iUn fftUiubiogiaphir* {ion* iKr righieealh aiui ratty 
notrtrrtoh ftftttttt trmfoHr *hr Uiyormo^ ih*t tthoohttjg wa* 
only nor |**u Ml *n rMrndrd jif*Hr*» oi rlrnrrnw* rttuutioft- 
the t4*e Jdinr* t^ikingum* (wnirtn 174£ 4 *on mI 4 Wr|-. 
Imgum ntuKrituirt Jimrt *r*U to *n old woman iu learn to 
trad whro hr *** lUr 4ml tritallt**! *** het M.l»m*l on 4i*d oft tut ( 
|*o or three Vr4M He told ;>|r* tui thr nuuiug »U yr4l> 4iul 

wotted ut*4^HiMUv h*r hi* father mud age Hto he w*» ap 
jornturd to 4 ttanM*t •hnrmikrt Im N% new |HuMMm$ he t*e*4iur 
trttrfrHed in trhgwnn «ontto*rt«* 4f)d hit tfO*ttfi% and hi* 
ituOrr » ymmgr*i »on 1*1 tutor bun mi trading ami *(Hr|)Htg *** 
that hr might more intelligent!* Mfcr **4r* in the itrl«4ir. M 

Wdliain Mutton, the aWOJUaiMn, |Jio*lde* aitotttrf r**mulr 
(ititti in t?iM 4 hr wa* *rnt M* tUmc wIhmi| at ihr uutal age of 
Ihr I wu *r4t* latrt hr ijjwU l*» *otk in 4 *dk null then when hr 
^41 thutreo hr began t^kut^ IriMMU anew from an old tinman 
named OH who habited in hr Mgtng wid* hi% family, Or ton* 

tide* thr lohdnti jouinaiiit jatnf* Hot**, who** edtU alio** Ift %rt> 
ooutat to that tenoned In In* fellow radial t'fflmi* Hat r Hour 
|r allied thr atphatiel and trading (torn hi* father: In* famil*, hir 
moo At thr ttmr, tiwttrd 4 llihlr IiIihIi *ci\rtl 4* itir *rit Hr 
nrtit 10 4 dMHr uhtHil whrii hr *i\ 4iul Jt 4gr *r\rn hrtf4rt 
at 4 MH*ir jth4tur«t hm*' iihuut Hul, v.uhin ihrrr mouth*, hr 
4irvrluj>rii tmjIljHii 4iul mthiirr* K«M thr nrkt |<nn >r4tt h$» 
f4thrf pftivu!r<l what nhtiaUnM hr srtrt%r«l 4 Ai 4gr rlr\cfl he 
*rtH h*%i to »tluH»l hut 4hrr a thoft itmr gut tmohrtl in 

4 fight mih 4 frllota kiuilrtii 4tul, **hrn thr m^*irt %u!rtl *nh hi* 
oppunrut. fjnit h»nu4l rtlutjtian for &h*1 S^mr nnrr *mi to 
ttlHKjl aiu\ yrt Irjntrd tt> rr4ti t A W01114H in Pemllciun told imr*- 
ligatuf* l\iA\ | UhA btouig upo' m>*rt, ^hro I **rnt to 4 ptlM- 
MtK ihcip {i4hiti*|)fiittrii) 4|it] 4 moil mui inr, 4iul thru I \hm\ up 
hutoitr* 4iul tHMik* 4* *«4* mir trj<lmg " ** 

llir pJUrfn o* thr ttiuutnucir ^4* pfob4b|y not \try chlfrr- 
rnt^ r*irpt ih4t tih<Hitin^ lolluwrtl nunc iltttrlv thr trough* 
thr >r4tlv 4S*lr «i| pl4itong. uilti*4tioii 4 rru. lunrit, rnt. Coil' 
»ulrr John C Uir. thr port, m 4 Sortlumpioiuhirr fr« 

|>*>rilrf \ill4gr c>I parrni* thrm*rhc* harrW ahlr lo.'rrad. lltnf 
hou*r. nrvrrthrlr**. had a Biblr ami ji fr« chaphook*. K%rry 
vrar. until hr W41 rlorn or iwchr.Jt^hn **nu to $<hm>l for ihrrr 
month* or *o. Firti. 4* W4* u*tul. to a damr and then to a mastrr 
morr dnunt from hi* home. Hr would practicr **nttng *\ home 
during thr long interval* between more formal education 11 
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Examples could be multiplied but all the evidence suggests 
that -well into the nineteenth century children went to school 
"when they could be spared" and that schooling was not the reg- 
ular" and continuous process it has become toda$. Thus, the 
means of acquiring basic skills were widely diffused, and the 
question for the historian is why in soine places rather than 
others, more among men than among women, people did or dkj^ 
not choose to participate nuye immediately in literate culture. 
Why, for example, amongst the Northumbrian peasantry, was 
there "no greater stigma" that coulc| be attached to parents 
"than that of leaving their children without the means of ordi-~ 
nary education"? What made the northern counties a "society; 
where . intelligence is held in estimation"? 23 » 
Voiir problem, in short, is understandirtg the formation of a 
literate! culture, the making of a. world in which it means some- 
thing to be able to read and write. In some measure,>the making 
of this world involves the dissemination of the printed word. 
Again, our knowledge is extremely limited and we have no idea 
of the geography or the temporal sequence of the spread of 
books and other literature. But evidence is accumulating to sug- 
gest an extraordinary penetration of print into all levels of soci- 
ety beginning in the late sixteenth century and continuing into 
the nineteenth century. My research has fqund that in three sets 
of inventories, ranging from the middle of the sixteenth to the 
end, of the. seventeenth century, between 14 and 22 percent of 
the deceased are listed as owning books. Since books were of rel- 
atively small value, and since they were often classed with miscel- 
laneous junk — "old clothes and other items"— we have reason to 
believe that these figures underestimate levels of book owner- 
ship. My work does not enable one to draw conclusions about the 
growth of book ownership, although it may be significant that the 
lowest percentage of inventories with books was derived from a 
set limited to the early seventeenth century. 24 

Peter Clark's work on book ownership in Kent shows an un- 
mistakable trend toward wider dissemination of print during the 
late sixteenth and , early seventeenth centuries. Among male 
townsmen in Canterbury, 8 percent owned books in the 1560s, 
33-34 percent around 1600, 45-46 percent in the 1620s and 
16,30s; Jri Faversham I5t percent of inventories listed books in 
J 560, 32-41 percent in the 1590s and 1600s, and 40-49 percent 
in the 1620s and 1630s, respectively. The trend was similar in 
Maidstone. In short, by 1640, at least 40 percent of thqs!e^whose 
property was inventoried owned books. One wonders into how 
many more houses the ten thousand titles or what weSiow call 
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the Thomason Tracts brought print during the revolutionary dec- 
ades" 

" By the late 1830s and early 1840s, books, if only the Bible, 
were far more widely dispersed, "Few dwellings/' we are told, 
were entirely without books in three Rutlandshire parishes; 94 
percent of the 209 families in an agricultural parish in Bedford- 
shire owned at least a Bible; 96 percent of 344 working class 
homes (mostly those of weavers) in Norwich; 85 percent of the 
working class houses in West Broinich; 81 percent in Miles Plat- 
ing, a model working class section of Manchester; and 73 percent 
in Bristol contained a Bible or other literature. 26 

There is little point in rehearsing once again the history of 
classics like the Pilgrim's Progress, which went through at least 160 
editions between 1678 and 1792, and was sufficiently popular to 
warrant printing in sixteen provincial centers in addition to 
London. Nor need one point out the vast traffic in chapbooks, 
' which reached even someone like John Clare's semi-literate 
father, who bought the "superstitious ballad tales that are 
hawked about the street for a penny." Nor need one point out 
A. again the spread o&newspapers in eighteenth-century England, of 
coffee houses— 2000 in London alone by the early eighteenth 
century, it has been suggested— of a swelling tide of governmen- 
tal forms, announcements, and questionnaires. 27 The evidence 
from publishing suggests that there was no shortage of print in 
England before factories and school societfes. 

It is important, however, to explore more intensely the Social 
and cultural contexts of reading, of writing, and of print. Ag<*in, 
systematic evidence relating literacy to the religious or political 
life of a community or to its social structure is lacking.. We do, 
however, have qualitative and scattered evidence which suggests 
that religion, politics, and social standing affected the cultural 
ambiance in which individuals lived and thus the meaning of lit- 
eracy in, their lives. . 

In Holland, recent work has shown there was a systematic 
variation in the literacy of Protestants and Catholics, in nine rural 
Utrecht parishes from 1580 to 1800, across all social categories.. 
While differences were slight amongst highly literate categories- 
notables, clergy, bureaucrats, and upper tradesmen— they were 
far more striking lower down the scale. Fifty-one percent of Prot- 
estant laborers but only 37 percent of Catholics could sign their 
names. 28 Although the absolute rates varied over the period, the 
differentials remained throughout. The reasons for these differ- 
ences are complicated but suggest that there might still be life in 
the old adage that Protestantism is the religion of the book. 
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hi the English cane, one would like to know the impact of 
Puritanism, or later of evangelical dissent, on literacy. Mow many 
times was the early nineteenth-century story of this old man re- 
peated in the centuries before? 

I geet no schooling when I wur a lad, but arter 1 wur mar- 
ried I geed amongst religious folk at Tinley, and geet a bit o' 
neet schooling; so I can read i' th' Testament, I mean to 
have another stir at it this summer. 20 

Opponents of mass literacy associated evangelicalism with read- 
ing and reading, in turn, with at least the potential for radicalism. 
Davics Giddy in opposing a prohibition on bull baiting argued in 
1801 that Methodism, though itself not Jacobin, led to reading 
and reading to Tom Paine and seditious literature to sedition. 
Rather than encouraging the working class to sit indoors with 
books, they should be encouraged to engage in the old sports; 
"show me a radical who is a bull baiter," he challenged his oppo- 
nents. ' 

Qualitative evidence from the birth of evangelicalism in the 
mid-eighteenth century through the autobiographies of primitive 
Methodists in the mid-nineteenth, attests to the importance of a 
religious motive to literacy, or put differently, argues for the in- 
creased cultural significance of literacy in particular religious set- 
tings. Precisely how important religion was in determining overall 
literacy levels or in affecting the differential between men and 
women remains to be discovered. 

Politics and literacy too were closely interdependent, though 
specifying the relationship will be difficult. England was an in- 
tensely political nation during the eighteenth century, which en ^ 
compassed, if only sporadically, an increasingly wide swath of the 
population. The written word bound together political culture at 
all levels. At its upper reaches this is obvious; one need only 
survey the .huge literature o a n faction and party, of arguments for 
this or that fiscal, military, or social policy. But written communi- 
cation affected more popular politics as well. A Birmingham gen- 
tleman wrote to one of the secretaries of state in 1721 that "last 
Saturday's Paper is now become the "General talk not only of this 
Place, but Coventry* Warwick, etc. In every Alehouse People have 
the London journal in their Hands,* ^hewing to each other with a 
kind of joy the most audacious Reflections therein contained." 30 
By the time of Wilkes the stream had grown to a river and by the 
early nineteenth century* to a torrent. In 1820 the Home Office 
got word of numbers of peddlers who supported themselves as 
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they criss-crossed the country, bringing pro-Qjiecn Caroline lit- 
erature into the tiniest villages and hamlets, 

I do not want to suggest, however, that literacy was tied ex- 
clusively to the more "modern institutionally based working 
class politics of the 1790s onward, though its political world was 
intimately connected with the press arid its culture was self-con- 
sciously literate* Defensive politics, the politics of the moral econ- 
omy, of the opposition to the marketplace, was also mediated 
through writing and reading, As Edward Thompson has pointed 
out, "the letter or handbill was well understood by both parties 
in the market conflict, as one element within a regular and ritual- 
ized code of behaviour." A letter such as ~ 

This is to give Notis to badgers an d fo re Stallers of g rain 

that there as Been sum in perticular a woceing your Motions 
• and there whill Be in a wicks time some men Com ought of 

the Colepits hy Night to Meak fire brans of all the abitations 

of the forestalled of grain. 31 
may be less than orthpgraphically correct or consistent, but it 
leaves the political function of such literate communication 
beyond doubt. 

The history of literacy and the history of political culture are 
'profoundly interconnected. An anti-Jacobin pamphlet in which 
the working class hero teaches his elderly mother to read so that 
she may find contort in scripture or a Jacobin tobacco paper 
printed with . 

1 am p.uzz.led ho? 
w. Tolivew hil:ek inG.C.R. 
aft mA.Ya bus E my. 
R — i G— ht 
SAND TAX! the. JOY,— so.F! 
DAY. 

distributed to guests at a pub, were possible only in a literate so- 
ciety and one whose political culture in turn generated increased 
literacy. 32 

I want finally to draw our attention briefly to the effect of 
changes in social structure and mobility on literacy. If literacy 
rates are in some measigje dependent on the cultural expectation 
of particular groups or Ithe cultural milieu of particular settings, 
we need to study the rise and fall of such groups and such set- 
tings. Thus we might explore systematically the idea that the 
comparatively high literacy rate of towns like Preston or Oxford 
in 1750, in which only 28 percent and 23 percent of men respec- 
tively could not 4 sign their names, compared to 40 percent in the 
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country as a whole, are due to the growth of traditionally more 
literate Service and marketing trades associated with what Peter 
Borsay termed the urban renaissance of the eighteenth century. 88 
The slow secular growth of literacy from the sixteenth through 
the early nineteenth century may in part be due to the expansion 
of generally more literate strata of societies and the growth of 
the usually more literate centers during the period. But of course 
not all urban areas remained more literate than the national aver- 
age. Lancashire cottonjpowns experienced a downward trend 
during the late eighteenth century and then, surprisingly/just 
when the adverse social effects of the first industrial revolution 
were at their most painful, began to improve, 34 

We need more careful studies which will establish the param- 
eters of rise or fall of literacy in different kinds of cities. We also 
need detailed local work on the effect of changing economic 
structures on literacy, What, for example, happened to female lit- 
eracy in Corfe Castle, where between 1790 and 1850 the oppor- 
tunities for girls' and women's labour dropped drastically; how 
does it compare to Cardington where such opportunities re- 
mained high? 35 We need to understand more about the role of 
London, and morfc generally of geographical mobility, in the cre- 
ation of a literate society. As much as. a sixth of the population of 
tHe country passed some time in their lives in the metropolis; 
they may have entered as illiterate countrymen and left as literate 
.return migrants. 

I have argued in this paper that literacy must be seen as the 
product not simply of schooling or of opportuniti^fpr elemen- 
tary education, but as the result, of a culturally defined need to be 
able to read or write. A theory of literacy 2|nd I think of educa- 
tion generally must be in large measure a theory of t|ie meaning 
of what is learned in the lives of boys arid girls, men and women. 
This paper suggests that the detailed empirical work that needs 
to be done must be informed by such considerations. 
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of cities on literacy rates, One might 
well imagine that the influx of un- 
skilled Irish workers into the industrial 
towns of Lancashire lowered the levels 
of literacy in these locations. On the 
other hand, such assertions may be 
pure prejudice on the part, of the histo- 
rian, picked up from contemporary ob- 
servers. 

35. Studies like Osamu Saito's "Who 
Worked When," 'LPS, no. 22, 1979, 
need to be integrated with studies of 
literacy. 
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Edward Stevens is professor of education at Ohio University. His recent 
book] with Lee Soltow, The Rise of Literacy and the Common 
School in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1981), draws on sources as diverse as with, census records, school attend- 
ance t book ownership, and pedagogy to describe the growth of American lit* 
eracy from the colonial period to 1870. 

In this paper, Professor Stevens examines the position of the illiterate 
person before the courts during the nineteenth century, as witness, party to 
contracts, and juror. By the end of the cetttury, he argues, the illiterate 
person had come to suffer certain disabilities, expressed especially in litiga* 
tion ovfr contracts, which dimmed his prospects for justice and left his posi- 
tion increasingly untenable in a free market economy. 

This essay studies the problem of the meanings of literacy and 
the consequences of those meanings by bringing to bear on the 
problem the relatively unexploited data base or case law. Because 
law itself is a pervasive context for human behavior, the use of 
case law makes it possible not only to study the meanings of liter- 
acy, but also to analyze those meanings within specific behavioral 
contexts. Law, as Haskins has explained, is "not merely a com- 
plex .of rules and procedures for the settlement of controversies 0 ; 
it is, rather, "a means of classifying and bringing into order a 
vast mass of human relations, and it is these human relations that 
constitute much of the stuff of which history is made." 1 Similar- 
ly, Hurst has noted that law has "entered into the order or indi- 
vidual lives, as well as that of institutions," and the formal 
records of the law have themselves helped to shape the experi- 
ence of participants in the legal process. 2 Nowhere is this situa- 
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lion more cvi<lriii than with the illitrrutr person whose experi- 
ences were limited by liU inability to dec ipher print. 

Illiteracy, though no crime itself, often has been a relevant 
lactor in deciding a legal issue, and case law permits us to study 
the problematic situation in which illiterates (hid themselves rel- 
ative to the legal sptfmirc, Moreover, statutory changes, depar- 
tures from and adherence to precedents found in the courts' de- 
cisions, in turn, relied changing social conditions and provide a 
useful context for assessing the meanings of literacy, Literacy 
skills and the consequences of their absence may be analyzed for 
individuals as they deal, for example, with a broad range of con- 
tractual relationship*, will-inakiug and the signing of deeds, bank- 
ing, and checking, jury duty, workman's compensation, and 
voting. Thus, we are able, using such cases, to assess the function 
of literacy within specific contexts of behavior, and to observe, as 
well, the perceptions of judicial and legal authorities on the con- 
dition of the illiterate person. The point might be illustrated in 
the recent case of Milts v. Lynch (1903), where the preservation of 
the illiterate's contractual rights was at stafceand the difficulties 
associated with being illiterate might be decisive. The case, not 
unusually, involved an illiterate plaintiff John Mills of -Randolph 
County, North Carolina, who had "only a fourth grade education 
and could not read/* Mills \vas a victim of fraud and'misrepresen- 
tation ui the signing of a deed in trust. Thinking h£ had signed a 
deed in trust, Mills unwittingly had actually conveyed his land 
(eighteen acres) to one Mr. Lynch. Mills had done this at the 
advice of his lawyer and had not realized his predicament until he 
attempted to cut and sell timber from "his" land. He then dis- 
covered that he had in fact deeded away his land. The court, for- 
tunately for Mills, recognized the misrepresentation which had 
occurred because Mills could not read the document, and found 
in Mills's behalf. 3 

In discussing court cases from the nineteenth century, I first 
focus on the degree to which the illiterate person might properly 
be called "marginal" in his relationship to the social main- 
stream. 4 Cases involving the legitimacy of the mark, illiterate wit- 
nesses, and juror competency are used to examine the concept of 
marginality. I do not deal with marginality as it relates to suf- 
frage, since this topic itself would require a separate essay. Sec- 
ondly, I deal with the problematic relationships of illiterates to * 
contractual agreements. In the first of these concerns, the.posU 
tion taken is contrary to a current assumption that illiterates are 
bona fide marginal people. Instead, it is hypothesized that the 
marginality of the illiterate person is a function of social values 

60 

63 



II 1 1 If.KATfc AMKKICANS AND NINKI 'M\ III <*NI WHY COURTS 



which have Ihtii iucoipoiated into the lrgi^lutivr and judicial 
process); thus, marginality will he functionally differentiated ac- 
cording i« (he* behavioral contexts lor illiteracy. In drilling with 
the contractual relations involving illiterates, the hypothesis is of- 
fered thai in die matter of illiterates' hehavior in making con- 
tractu, the trend away from a contract theory dominated by the 
concept of equity in the eighteenth century toward a modern 
"will" theory of contract law in the nineteenth century increas- 
ingly put the illiterate person at a disadvantage relative to the lit- 
erate person, 6 



In discussing the concept of margiuality it is important to under- 
stand, fust, the degree to which the "mark 1 * was considered le- 
gitimate (iis having authority) to express the intent of the marker. 
Second, the presumed link between illiteracy and (in)competency 
must he examined, Presumably, if illiterate witnesses, for' in- 
stance, were consistently declared incompetent by virtue of their 
illiteracy, then they would effectively be excluded from ATfh^utJ; 
pot tanl dimension of civic behavior. Similarly, the legitimacy of 
the mark would be crucial to the settling of an estate} or the 
transferring of property by deed. - 

At one level, the authority of the mark is evidenced simply in 
the number of wills and deeds recorded in court houses and 
signed with a mark. At another level, however, the question is 
not so simple and becomes one of asking whether the efficacy of 
the marker's intent was jeopardized by the condition of being il- 
literate. As early as 1582 in Great Britain the case of Thoroughgood 
v. Cole set forth the principles forjudging whether deeds or wills 
signed with a mark were valid. These were reaffirmed in Shulter's 
case in IG55 and later compiled by Blackstone. 8 Thoroughgood's 
case was an action in trespass which had resulted from the sign- 
ing of a deed by the unlettered Thoroughgood. The case ir often 
cited (it was cited at length in the case of Pimpinello v. Swift and 
Company (1930)) because of its great importance in the history of 
contract law, but its discussion of illiteracy made it, also, a fre- 
quent precedent for later cases involving illiterate or blind testa- 
tors. The principles laid down in Thoroughgood were as follows: 

. . . held, 1st, thara deed executed by an illiterate person 
does not bind him, if read falsely cither by the grantee or a 
stranger; 2ndly, that an illiterate man need riot execute a 
deed before it be read to him in a language which he under- 
stands; but if the party executes without desiring it to be 
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read, the deed is binding; Mrclly, that if un illiterate man ex* 
rente » deed which is falsely read, or the *ense declared dif- 
ferently from the truth, it doe* not hind him; and that 
though it hr « friend of his, unless there be? covin. 1 

Because the slut? reporter system* were a product of nine* 
leenih century legal record keeping, court records from colonial 
America do not allow us generally to evaluate the extent to which 
the legitimacy of the mark was an issue in dial period. Undoubt- 
edly, the tame issues raised in Thoroughgoing case and 
Shulter's case were raised in colonial courts, What is clear from 
colonial records, however, is that illiterate persons, fur from 
being marginal, were frequent participants in a broad range of 
economic, political, and civic behaviors. Illiterates werc^cqucnl- 
ly parties to contractual relations, and political and civil participa- 
tion by the unlettered may be observed in a number of instances, 
including township settlement, petitions, elections, jury duty, and 
trial testimony. It was not uncommon to find illiterate jurors, and 
counts of markers for Maryland, Delaware, and New Plymouth 
during the colonial period show the proportion of illiterate jurors 
in the late seventeenth century ranging from 11 to 67 percent, 
Illiterate witnesses were found in a variety of cases involving 
criminal activity, debts, and land disputes, In Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts, in 1G73, we find the interesting situation of two 
. illiterate persons giving evidence in a case involving the "unjust 
selling and disposing of .several parcells of goods/' Ironically, the 
illiterates testified to the accuracy of an accounting of goods. 8 

During the nineteenth century a number of cases were heard 
in which the authority or legitimacy of the mark was questioned 
and the competency of illiterate markers discussed. These cases 
usually involved disputed wills and deeds and illustrate the de- 
pendency of the illiterate persons. Consistently, however, they do 
reaffirm that the mark had the authority of the law behind it; yet 
repeatedly, justices also warn of the difficulties associated with 
using the mark. A British case of 1803 clearly upholds the au- 
thority of the mark made by witnesses when attesting to the au- 
thenticity of a will. In the opinion given in Harrison v. Harrison 
(1803), Lord Chancellor Eldon refers to an earlier case of 1710 
which he had located in a notebook of one of his predecessors. 
He notes of Gurnty v. Corbett (1710), a case heard in the Court of 
Common Pleas, that there may have been a "great deal of argu- 
ment" at the time, but that the mark was held to be sufficient in 
that case. These cases wercrin turn, cited as authoritative in the 
New York case of Jackson v. Van Dusen (1807) and later in the new 
Jersey Supreme Court case of Den v. Mitton (1830). 9 The chief 
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jiiilke noted mi atuudame wild the Husne* Cimiit (loun njiinion 
mI |H^7, where this Uiin caie un^inated, that the choke ul an 
lllttrruie mailer a* a witnrs* may have been uuwUe, yet iionetlie« 
lei* perminahle The iltllU uliirai of illiteracy, particularly in cast** 
of aliened fraud having hcen ihu» teiognijed. the legitimacy of 
flit* mark wan upheld: . t • 

Hr who is unable to wiile his name, and make* hi} mark is, 
notwithstanding, a competent and legal witness lo'the rftrftl* 
tiou of a will. Ii may he more difficult for him llian for one 
who writes, alter a lapse of |ime, to identify the instrument 
and 10 make the necessary pionfj and In case of his absence 
or decease, it may he more diflkull to obtain die requisite 
secondary proof, hul ihe multiplication ol dillkultiei, howev- 
er iiupitident ihe use of such a wilness may be ittctrby ten- 
dried, or however commendable to select, where feasible, 
another person, does not amount to a legal disability or ex- 
*c htstou. |q 

The British case of Cooprt v. lUnkett (IHTt) oilers an interest- 
ing contrast lo the case of Iten v, Shtton and illustrates well the 
influence of social class upon the testimony of an illiterate wit- 
liens to a will. 'Hie' document in question was one written by a 
Capt. Robert -Spencer Cooper and witnessed by two of lit) serv- 
ants, both of whom were illiterate. Two issues were at hand: (I) 
whether Cooper had signed the document previous to the wit- 
nessing and (2) whether changes had later been inserted into the 
will. The two illiterate witnesses, Ceorge and Mary Crittenden, 
had witnessed the will by tracing their signatures in pen over the 
penciled signatures done by Spencer for them, In dealing wiiji 
the issue of the timing (order) of signatures, both Crittenden* of* 
fered testimony. For our purposes the importance of the case lies 
in the arguments given to dispute the illiterates' testimony and 
the court's response to those arguments. In arguing for the Re- 
spondent Bockctt. the attorneys attaikrd the legitimacy of the 
Crittenden*' testimony by questioning ihcir competency on the 
grounds of social-class and illiteracy: 

T oo much importance must not be given to the evidence of 
the attesting witnesses, who are illiterate persons; it would 
be dangerous to the interests of society, if witnesses of the 
class here subscribing were enabled to cut down a Will when 
called upon to depose to theexact order of circumstances at- 
tending the execution- 11 
The courts response noted with approval the line of arguments 
offered above. It stated that the evidence of the witnesses per- 
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MMiifiK Mi ih* MHMMH ftiitlril n| ttir *igii4tuir« "MUgtil Mi be if- 
irivril with i 401 ion din) irimt " |tir uhiM poinird Ml ihr toil- 
Iran bet wen Ihr captain'i iikUI tMiioii ami rthuauoii and ih4i 
of ihr *rr>4»iu It *4* highh impiobable, the court *4Ui th<M * 
wrll ^hiJird, well mfofmrd mm of tlu* world wou!4 make a 

(ttltt*k«< ill o|dr|!lttf of ihr 11*1141*1??* Ml 4 Will |tltf ewJefK* uf 

ihr wimejur*, mi tHr "diet hattd, *4% ttiiitMlrfrit ctiipect became 
of their fiuuoii in uniety, ihrir probable drgrre of education, 
and Uik/ol kmmledgr with mp« In bu*inr%* dealing*, lo^hmi, 
the t'uuf't coin lu*|r*f thai thr torttioty of thr ^linruri wa* Mi 
br iriitfed, and that jo the ah*riu r of an iuur of Maud, ihr f>rob» 
ahlr il}tr|il of thr edusalrd prliutl wa* lo be OUMrd NMire llwil 
ihr trjituiioHy of lower tla** ilhirf air* 1 1 

Nr4r thr ro«l of thr omrternih teiuury ibe iMik prr*umrd mi 
ruiti brtwrrti tniupeirticy ami tlhtrtaiy 4* imhcatrd by thr u*r of 
4 tuaik »* made r*phiit ill the CJrotgia ca»r of (o//u v. 6'i//o 
(I Hltt) 

A wilur** who sign* by his uuik, if so tapabtr of lr»litvuig, 
is put as comprint! 4 wtturn uudrr thr »t4tutr of fraud**, 
our act of lifiti and »etiion *24N of ihr irode. 4* one hke*ife 
capable of testifying *hfl write* hi* own name ** 

llius. no inference as io the imnni|>etrmy of a 1 wiine** to 4 dotu* 
inrtn wa* to Ik 1 nude simply from ihr condition of tyring iltilrr* 
air lakemsef no inference about competency may be made 
either, "llir fact was simply ihai io ihr eye* of ihr bw <t>ni|>rten- 
ty ami wiiorssu^ 4 dotuiuriu h> 4 tnuik weir 1101 rrbinl Ihr 
ithirrair prrton W41 noi prr%unir<l 10 hr any \c\% intrlli^rnt fluo 
llir liiriair onr, Fuoilainriiully, M W41 4 nuiirt of priunOf *: ihr 
an of nuking onr's lasi will ami tc^Uiurnt wa% til loo w?M iin» 
poriancr ot be onijrniunril by "ryr^ighi, llir conuntiro* sanity, 
ihr integrity, ihr manoiy, or ihr aU'ruahiliiy ol wiinr*irf." I1ir 
court in Gitlu v. CUttn rriogni/r<i iftai certain ^vtU" may »ino 
from having illiterate or infiriti person*, otherwise coniprteui, 
atte*i to Willi by their mark*, but it did not detui'r from llir posi- 
lioh that, other mea*ure* of u>iti|>ririur a*idr, Vail wimrnie*. 
learned and unlearned, vigorous or infirm," are piatcnl # *ujH>n 
ihe ymr footing"; that illitrraiy or infirmity will riot count 
again*! them/ 14 ^ 

Ilie authority of the mark was firmly established throughout 
the nineteenth century in ufaum pertaining to the witnessing o^ 
documents, and the competency of witnesses was not necessarily 
suspect for their having been illiterate. It remains to look briefly 
at decisions involving illiterate witnessing under different eircum- 
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onto Ml iiuunuumr* uthri ituil the ttgHMtg mI a M*U 4m 
uVmnnmair 4 MHititirtit p4iie*M Mth trtnr*i |u *unr>* m«W|**"- 
trim fiitlhrt Ml thrtr *4*r* note |tt«u totnr irtUfjiufft Ml M 

tMft^lr |lFt *H**hl Ml *** * *»lh *U»|>hU>U ; Uil ij*^ *eie 

&4irtni In «**nid ruhnjg mil tilth irttimnttt In ihr | nulttoti* t4*r 
ii| * AV%«w-i iUHM: ihr iuum htut lite |*»ulUt»H tlf<M *hrn *n 
UiiiHiJ*eath*ti taitnrtt it itlitrMlr hi* »l4frttftrttl fXII^MfiU: 

H«Mt," it ** JngtMihlr in tuhtUMUtr it h* dmtutnU aUng th** the 

»4inr »i^u futV^w j» mu4<* thr u * *he MantatUuii M lit 

mhej uV i*rti*hihi) ul the itlnrMir *ninr*t |» unde* tumr 

ttttUtMOH rfi'r HlMuil t4»e "I JAimUH * /wiJ thr fulluiMMg |r»* 

it tmmmnr h> i*l MiiiijJaiituti hi tint ui^ *he t*»ue< inntia* 

j» it j*rHait*rti |u rfhtrMi}, ntM*Krd ihr *rf *t U> Ml 411 j*ltkl*%M 
tigiirtt h* 4M itlitrtalr |*rU«»*i J hr tUUtt aftr* frteHilt|j It* ihr 
KrHrfjlt illfuitiiU ul atudattt rUtlriltr' 1 *eilt oil to iuftttilrtil 
•|K*t«ti«4ll% iMi illiirutr Minettrt 

When ihr MtttA* u dhtet4tr and ignorant, thr Unguagr jiftf- 
trntrtl to ihr tl'ottfl U not hu H iv *nd mint Ih\ the hn 
gU4j*r ui thr |K*»%uu teho |Hr|i4iri thr aUuhwt, and tl IIM) 
itr, and l*'*n oflm *** thr r*|'9e*Mun ol tiMi j»r*»on l » rt'foft** 
out mirfrinr a* to thr lnr4HMig ul th<* t4?»K***£ ,ri Uirtl b% 
^unr*! hhmrlf, 4tnl hn^r^r* t^trhilh l|ir i»!ti<<4*U OMV ^h* 
ir4<< ovrt i*> ihr ^Uiiriv hr |U4^ uul tm«icf ^l4i»»t wlul I* M$it 
tft tiittfttJgr *o itifln nil hunt t hat uhuh tie t* 4t iu*n»tUf*t| In 
U%r ItavillK r*|ifr»»ril hit mraiuttg ill hit°n%«ll Lngvtjgr. M\4 
IttnttMtf tt lutnljlnl In 4 |*rtt«ili uli wh«»iU hr irtirt UlUt Uu* 
l*it4^r inn lit) uwn. uutl uhiih hr liin 1 * tun pritrcih under 
tUml. hr h I<mi 4j)l tn 4««{itir%«r i 4Ut| trittttnitt^ hV»l Mllrli«tr<| 
h\ hill! t% hf«UIKht hrlntr thr (lout I -** hi\ ,# 

Whilr thr t4%r W4% n»»t ittnl hrlmr 4tt At»ic*tu4n itmti. n <!t*4tlv 
\rls hnih thr tljn^rt* of *iUir»unK In 4n tlhtrMie |>rMtm! 

In |hr tti4t^t ul wtlnr%* t oni}wtrtu ^ , it n **t»rth itnmtietitiK. 
4lso. /^t /A/ A/u//rr f .run <|H*>VU Utr i4>r imtihrtl ihr 4|)|K*4l ul 
<;4jM4in 4 Nr* Vutk (ltt\ (Milur nflucr had hrrti um* 

Mttrtl 4»| tnil>rt\„ tit |>4fl hv the lrtlitii«ui> of 4tt ilhtrtjtr vntftr^ 
Ihr htiln* ha«l brril. olt'riri! hv thr uuttu^rr <»f 4 house ol pmiTf 
Ulttnti ttt Srw York (lti\ Ihr pirMtttiitf juUur iih%rf%rtl l|ut |MTf* 
tout imuNrtl tn hiitinett "nhu lanttnt jeud 4tt*I ^rtie. h4\r their 
Utult^ n( inrhiurv jnnic atntely rtltir'Ainf. for the rea«nn lhai 
thev 4ir ititnixllctl to de|>end ujH>n ihetr memory 4tnl cannot 
rely ujxin mitiVn memoranda ." IT I he moral demtunnn of *he 
mattagef of the "hoti%c" *er^e<l (inaltv ui jK-rsuade the court that 
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her testimony was not to be trusted, yet the analysis of her illitcr- 
' acy and its bearing upon her memory is significant: : 

t 'The fact that this woman could not read and .write, according 

to the common experience, tend to creqtc in her a more ac- 
curate and retentive memory, because it would be upon her 
faculty that she must rely in the conduct pf her affairs. In v 
stead, thercforCyOf her incapacity to read and write account- 
ing for her Loss of memory, it seems to,jnake it thcrnore re- 
markable. 18 f V ■■»■:■«■'.*" 
'Thus a theory of faculty psychology stressing the exercising of 
I mental faculties provided the foundation for explaining why illit- 
erates commonly were able to demonstrate superior recall skills. 
Strangely, ,the. court used this assumption* regarding the?, link be : 
tween illiteracy and memory to discredit the witness's testimony. 
It concluded that "upon a consideration of the whole of her testi- 
mony that she was willfully forgetful and had not the slightest 
regard for the truthfulness of her testimony." 1 9 Although the 
profligacy of the witness persuaded the court to discount the tes- 
timony, it also made clear that illiteracy, far from being a detri- 
ment to the offering of proper testimony, couldj^actually enhance 
its value. , . ' b ■* ■ 

Another dimension of the '*marginality ,, of illiterate persons 
may be" studied by examining cases dealing with juror qualifica- . 
tions ; These decisions ordinarily^ involve the interpretation of. 
statute law. In reviewing these, what one observes, generally ip 
the late nineteenth century {s thajt marginality is difFereritiated by 
context, i.e., by. the functional situation to which the Illiterate 
* juror must apply hirnself. At the same time it should be noted 
that different states varied in their statutory requirements for 
jurors, although a large number have some provision for literacy. 
Many states, as Proffatt observed in A t jyeatty-on Trial by^p 
(1880), required "a person to be wel 1- inform ed\and u ^^^^ l: 
and in some, it is further required that a person U} u ^^^^^ to 
read and write the English language.;* In ^New Tfork he 
notes, a pcrsoiv may not serve "unless he shall be an intelligent 
: ^*nan of sou^mirid, and good character, free from legal <?xcep- 
fMpn, and able to read and write the English language under- 
' standingly/' Even without such statutory provision, however/ "it 
' would be held " say, Proffatt, "that bn&4pi6rant of tfiejahguagfr 

'is not qualified." 20 a -H^^k ■' '0'* ' ^ 

' In dealing with illiteracy and j$ 
/ ' tant to remember that justices of the^Pts were c^fterned $yjth - 
^|;^Mhe function of tHfe juror aS it.was^affected by langmge'sHip^ in 
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general. Thus, the. ability lo understand the language of the court 
was of first consideration. Oral .literacy, if we may use the' term, 
was of equal importance with visual literacy in interpreting evi- 
dence. From the cburt's viewpoint, functionality was the primary" 
concern, and the adequacy -of communications skills was inter- 
preted according to the context of the } case being heard. Many 
times this involved literacy in the traditional use of the term, but 
the problem of literacy was not exclusively a problem' of print. It 
is unnecessary to pursue this latter point in any detail, since it 
lies outside the purview of traditional definitions of literacy. Two 
examples will suffice to make, the point. In The Lafayette Plankroad 
Co. v. The New Albany and Salem Railroad Co. (1859), heard»before 
the Indiana Supreme Court, the justices agreed with* counsel for 
the_ appellants that a "competent juror must be a man of sound 
mind, of ordinary intelligence, and have a sufficient acquaintance 
with the English language to understand the evicfence of the wit- 
nesses, and the instructions of the Cojirt." 21 This included . the 
ability, to understand spoken- English even though the juror may 
hav£ been literate in another language. What was important was 
itiixi the juror be functional within the context of legal proceed- 
ings; not to be so was to be materially illiterate. Again, in Louisi- 
ana v. Push (1871) it was* held thaj *V person who only, under- 
stands- German, and does not understand English, is no more ca- 
pable of sitting as a juror in the First District Court of New Orr 
leans, where the proceedings are conducted entirely in English, 
than if he were deaf and dumb." 22 . 

Several cases in an eleven year period between 1867' and 
1878 are helpful in illustrating the position of the courts with re- 
spect to level of education, literacy, and jtfror competency. The 
first of these was The Commonwealth \. Winnermore, a' Pennsylvania 
case applied to the supreme court of the same state. A lower 
court hacTbverruled the "challenge for cause of a juror," and this 
was upheld at "the supreme Court level. The juror was not classi- 
fied as illiterate, rbut his lovi^Ievel of education ..raised essentially 
the same problems, for the cpurt. In giving its "decisiqn the high 
court noted th^t the grountfW challenge of trie juror "was want 
of education, rather than natural capacity or.mtelftgince." The 
witness, observed the court, "could re^d but little; only read the 
newspapers; never read a book; and did not knowj his age " 
While this demonstrated a low; level of education, sriid the court, 
"it did not show want of capacity to reason and judger of what 
^as -orally communicated." No statutory provision requiring^* 
specified ^ degree of learhing as a prerequisite to be a juror exi^(« 
M'^n^fj^WlvsiniSi- and "it does not follow that, because a man 
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may not have read books* or may have confined his reading 
solely to the literature of the newspapers, he is nol intelligent 
enough for a juryman." 23 Illiteracy, per se, was not a measure of 
, juror competency in this case, although the court's dim view of 
reading only the newspaper reflectsits own expectations of the 
educated man. 

. Several years later, in the Mississippi case of White v. The State 
(1876) illucracyP^tfas the point of contention. This case involved 
the murder of an infant child and was appealed, in part, on the 
grounds of juror incompetency. The court held that the inability 
to read and write was not a statutory disqualification of a juror 
. for incompetency. "The law," said the court, "does not define an 
intellectual or educational standard:/* 24 In the same year in Lou- 
isiana v. Louis it was decided that "the law does not declare igno- 
rance a disqualification in a juror which will authorize a party to 
challenge him for cause/' 25 And again in 1878 in American Life 
Insurance' Company v. Mahone and Husband, the Mississippi court 
held that juror qualifications^ defined by statute did "not erect 
a standard of education or learning/' 26 

These decisions which involved the question of educational 
level as related to juror competency were followed in the next 
two decades by a number of cases involving a juror's incompe- 
tency as determined by his inability to read and write English. 
Four of these were from Texas and Colorado; others were from 
Iowa, Mississippi, and Alabama, Two Texas cases demonstrate 
the critical importance of determining the competency of a juror 
on the basis of his literacy skills. In each the presence of an illit- 
erate juror was material in determining the outcome of the case. 
In Wright v. The State (1882), adjudged in the Court of Appeals of 
the state of Texas, it was determined that the requirement for 
jurors to read~and write employed in a Texas statute meant the 
ability to read and write English. The case, which was an appeal 
from a conviction for ' horse stealing, involved a challenge ,to a 
juror who possessed "a very fair knowledge of .English/' but who 
could only read and write German. In the court's opinion, the 
"defendant was deprived of a fair and impartial trial when there 
wa^ forced upon him one juror who could not read and write the 
Boglish language, and could not read the charge of the court for 
himself." 27 Thus the ability to; simply understand English was 
not sufficient. - 

Four years later in Johnson v. The State, a case appealing a 
conviction for rape, the court concluded that one of the jurors 
• was" incompetent becaus<b his" degree of literacy did not exceed 
his ability to write his name. Unlike most previous judicial deci- 
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sions, the court 111 this' case attempted to distinguish among 
levels of literacy and urged that a functional definition of literacy 
ought to be employed. The statute governing juror qualifications, 
said the court, "must have intended. something practical": 

That a person can write his riantf certainly docs not fill the 
measure* of the statutory requirement that the juror should 
be able, to write. We think that he should be able to express 
his ideas in \yords upon paper with pen or pencil. 28 

The import of the Florida case of Jefferson County v. Lewis and 
So?is (1884) was similar, to that q{ Johnson v. The State of Texas. This 
former case centered ground a suit brought by the defendants B. 
C. Lewis and Sons to recover damages upon bonds issued by Jef- 
ferson County. Aihbhg the various grounds of error upon which 
the appeal was made was that concerned with juror competency.* 
In hearing the case Jjrt ^ -lower court, plaintifFs counsel had been 
permitted to ekWniine; the jurors "as to their ability to calculate 
interest, and to work interest in case of partial payments such as 
might arise upon the pleadings and proofs in this case/* No error 
was committed in this procedure, observed the Florida Supreme 
Court, for the object "is to procure .a jury sufficiently intelligent 
to understand the testimony; and to render a proper verdict upon 
it." The statute cited was one of 1877 which provided "that when 
the nature of any case requires that a knowledge of reading, writ- 
ing and arithmetic is necessary to enable a juror to understand 
the evidence to be offered on the trial, [then] it shall be a cause 
of challenge if he does not possess such qualification. " In inter- 
preting this statute, judges were given broad discretionary 
powers to determine whether the "practical education" of a juror 
was sufficient to handle "questions likely to arise on the trial." 29 

At a very basic level, the question of marginality is a ques- 
tion of who "belongs"; that is, it is a question of who is allowed 
to participate in the civic and economic life of a community. 
Thus the condition of being "marginal" rests upon the expecta- 
tions of "significant others." To be marginal in a functional 
sense was often a product of the discretionary power of a judge. 
In general, the normative nature of the law requires that it be in- 
terpreted within a specific cultural context, and the link between 
juror competency and illiteracy is no exception. In many cases 
the illiterate person was specifically the target of statutory law, al- 
though the application of that law was left to justices , of the 
courts! In dealing with the literacy requirements for juror compe- 
tency the leg^l significance of literacy transcended the fortunes of 

the illiterates themselves; rather, it is clear that the lives andtfor- 
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tunes of others were at slake. Thus, illiteracy acquired a greater 
significance than if only the illiterate party were affected. 

Contractual Relations and Illiteracy 

In dealing with illiteracy and contract, it is important to note 
Pound's observation that "property and contract, security of ac- 
quisitions and security of transactions arc the domain in which 
law is most effective and is chiefly invoked/* 30 The scope of con- 
tractual relations is very broad* and the treatment here cannot 
pretend to be comprehensive. Some pivotal ideas in the history 
of English and American contract law, however, arc worth re- 
viewing. 

The inviolability of contract is recognized by the United 
States Constitution, and the sanctity of contract along with its im- 
portance to social stability were ideas expressed often in the deci- 
sions of Chief Justice John Marshall. One of these Ogden v. 
Saunders (1827), a dissenting opinion and not as celebrated as 
cases like Fletcher v. Peck, Dartmouth College v. Woodward, or Sturgis 
v t . Crowninshield, is nonetheless important for our purposes be- 
cause it expresses the relationship of contractual obligations to 
natural rights theory.- Ogden v. Saunders involved "the validity of a 
discharge in bankruptcy under a state statute enacted before the 
claim on which the suit was brought had come into existence." 31 
Justices Marshall, Story, and . Duvall dissented, arguing, that - 
whether prospective or retrospective, such bankruptcy laws ran 
counter to the Constitution's express language that "no State 
shall pass any law" "impairing the obligation of contracts." 32 

Marshall noted in his argument that the original power and 
right of individuals to contract was not derived from government, 
but, rather, brought with them into society. The right was "in- 
trinsic," not derived from positive law, said Marshall, and result- 
ed from "the right which every man retains to acquire property, 
to dispose of that property according to his own judgment, and 
to pledge himself for a Future act." 33 The obligation of the con- 
tract "is a necessary consequence of the right to" make it," noted 
Marshall. While the rights of contract are controlled by legisla- 
tion, they are not given by it. Obligation and remedy in contrac- 
tual matters are different, noted Marshall, and the ^language of 
v / "the Constitution "is the language of restraint, not coercion"; it 
"prohibits the States from passing any law impairing the pbliga- 

its being a natural right, and the obligation of contract derived 



Ill JTKRATK AMERICANS AND NINK TKmiCKNIURY COURTS 



from "the act of the parties, not from the grant of government," 
Legislative provisions affecting the remedies for nonperformance, 
it was argued, ought not to he construed a* affecting the obliga- 
tion itself. 34 

The development of economic liberalism from the British 
utilitarians forward and the emergence of a natural rights theory 
of human behavior had. exalted the idea of freedom of contract 
and free choice to a point Where contractual relations were seen 
as the very foundation of civilized society. In the eighteenth cen- 
tury, Atiyah has noted, the "notion of contract, and the role of 
contract in society, were a great deal "broader than they are 
today." Those who chose to speak to the issue perceived individ* 
ual, private contractual relationships and the relationships of in- 
dividuals to the state much in the same mold; 

. , . (men) chose to create a society in which free choice was 
one of their principal goals; they voluntarily created a society 
in which the voluntary creation of relationships would be 
permitted and respected; they freely instituted a society for 
the protection of their property in order that they could be 
free to acquire, exploit, or dispose of property to their best 
advantage. 35 ,~ u 

As ,thc idea of free choice "swept all before it," observes Atiyah, 
"the paradigm of legal obligation came to be seen as that which, 
was created by the deliberate and conscious choice of a man who 
made a promise; and by 1770 this was already beginning to lead 
to the conclusion that all legal obligations arose from free 
choice — which, if it was not expressed, must be implied." 36 It 
should not go unnoticedjhat this model for the "good" society, 
as it were, depended upon the educability of the public, for it 
had little chance to succeed in the absence of moral restraint and 
public enlFghtenment. . 

The increasing attention paid to the nature of contract in the 
eighteenth century did not necessarily mean that a full blown 
theory of modern contract law had emerged by this time. Horwitz 
has maintained that "modern contract law is fundamentally a 
creature of the nineteenth century" and that eighteenth-century 
contract law still carried with it the medieval tradition of substan- 
tive justice. 5,7 This, he argues, was true despite the wide acclaim 
given Slades Case (1602) and the increasing importance of the 
action of debt. While executory contracts thus came at the end of 
the sixteenth century to imply that /'when one agrees to pay 
money, or to "deliver anything, he thereby assumes or promises 'to 
pay or deliver it," a "will" iheojy of contract did not emerge 
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until the nineteenth century. 8 " -Kvcn in the eighteenth century, 
says Horwiu, contract law "was mill dominated by a title theory 
y>f exchange, and damages were set under equitable doctrines 
that ultimately were to be rejected by modern contract law. ,#att 
Thus Chancellor Desaussure of South Carolina (though not typi- 
cal) argued as late as 1817 that 

It would be a great mischief to the community, and a re- 
proach to the justice of the country, if contracts of very great 
inequality, obtained by fraud, or surprise, or the skillful man- 
agement of intelligent men, from weakness, or inexperience, 
or necessity could not be examined into, and set aside. 40 

The degree to which Deaussure defended a theory of contract 
based upon equity was not typical, yet the concept of equity in 
contract still had defenders. Nathan Dean, who Horwitz identifies 
as one of the "most penetrating among the American treatise 
writers,'* argued in 1823 that " When an agreement appears very 
unequal; and affords any ground to suspect any imposition, un- 
fairness, or undue power or command, the courts will seize any 
very slight circumstances to avoid enforcing it." 41 Thus an in- 
equitable bargain was, in, effect, evidence of a misrepresented 
bargain. 

Pound has pointed out that following the decline of natural 
7 law theory, the historical theories of law in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, with the aid of metaphysical jurists, helped to make individ- 
ual free will "the central point in the theory of law/' 42 The 
emergence of a modern "will" theory of contract in which con- 
tractual obligations depend upon the "convergence of individual 
desires" reflected important shifts in attitude when dealing with 
property. Modern contract law in the nineteenth century accom- 
panied the growth of extensive markets where goods "came to be 
thought of as fungible; the function of contracts correspondingly 
shifted from that of simply transferring title to a specific item to 
that of ensuring an expected return." 43 We are speaking of ex- 
ecutory contracts here, and in a very real and sometimes painful 
sense we should note that courts had come to recognize the com- 
mercial interests of urban America. This had become clear in the 
"absorption of commodities transactions under contract law" 44 
and is evident in^lhe increased acceptance of the doctrine of 
caveat emptor. Fraud and misrepresentation were not to be al- 
lowed, it is true, but these were narrowly construed. Says Atiyah, 
"Prima facie a man must rely on his own judgment, and not on 
what , the other party says in the normal process 'of negotia- 
tion." 4 * Even in his attack on caveat emptor^ Gulian Verplanck, 
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legal tlicori.it and author of An lismy on the Doctrine of Contracts 
(1825), noted that "full knowledge of all material facts" was all 
the law could oversee, and these did not inc lude "peculiar advan- 
tages of skill, shrewdness, and experience, regarding which . , . 
no one has a right to call upon us lA abandon." 40 In short, the 
latitude for negotiating inequitable executory contracts (and 
quasi-executory contracts) had considerably broadened by the 
nineteenth century. The question which I wish to consider, then, 
is thgj^xtcnt to which the illiterate person was aircctcd by the rise 
of Aom of contract in general and the extent to which his 
margmality was increased because his illiteracy did not allow him 
to express his will, 

"No contract can exist, unless there be a mutual consent of 
the parties, and an intelligent understanding of its terms," said 
William Story in I844, 47 This general rule applied to both illitcr-* 
aies and literates, since- there is no doubt that "natural incapac- 
ity" was not associated with illiteracy, and, as we have seen, there 
was no assumption that the intelligence of the illiterate person 
was any lower than that of the literate individual. In nineteenth- 
century cases involving illiteracy and contract, the courts were 
acutely aware of the difficulties of the illiterate person when en- 
tering into contract, the basis for which was mutual consent and 
the "convergence of individual desires." In Atwood v. Cobb (1834). 
the validity of an executory contract for the sale of land was in 
question partly because the intention of the illiterate party to the 
contract were difficult/to determine. The case illustrates clearly 
the concern of the court with the problem of illiteracy. In deliver- 
ing the opinion of the court, Chief Justice Shaw noted that "the 
intent of the parties, if possible, is to be ascertained, without 
regard to technical rules"; 

. *. considering how oftpn agreements are necessarily drawn 4 
up by illiterate persons, incapable of expressing their inten- 
tions with clearness and certainty, and the injurious conse- 
quences which would follow if affect should be given to such 
agreements, it must be a rule of construction governing 
courts of justice, riot wholly to rejecC^uch instruments, as 
uncertain, if it is possible, with the helps allowed to be 
brought to the aid of such construction, to ascertain the 
meaning of the parties. 48 

Shaw had surely pointed to the most difficult of the prob- 
lems in dealing with .illiterate parties to a contract: the intent of 
their actions. For this reason decisions by courts were often 
"compensatory" in nature, not in the sense that they attempted 
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Ui juclKc the ei|iiity ol tonliutU, hut in the sense that they con- 
sistently safeguarded (Ik right*. ol illiterate pcr»tn» against fraud 
and miarciircsiciiliUiAft^iCcurring as a result of the inihility to 
read, hj-iliw »twul they were adhering to Blackslonian principles 
governing ihc reading ol'.H deed, which, it should he remem- 
bered, were extended to all written 'documents. Ihc case of 
Itogm v, iHace (1807) in Indiana noted specifically that the rule 
according to Blackstom is that wherever" any parly desires it, the 
deed must be read.io him, and: 

II he can, he should read it himself; if he be blind or illiter- 
ate, another must read it to him. If it be read falsely, it will 
be void; at least for so much as is mis-recited. 40 

rA number of cases could be documented to demonstrate the 
difficulties facing illiterate parlies to a contract in the nineteenth 
century. The following three, however, are illustrative. The first 
(1870) involved the defense of a fraud case, the plaintiff being 
Mr. Atchison, a man who was unable to 'read and write and who 
had signed a note for $140. In 1868 two men had gone to the 
home of Atchison proposing that he become an agcnl to sell 
reapers, screw-forks, and mowers. At firsl he declined to do this 
on the ground that he would not become bound for anything. 
The strangers assured him he would incur no obligation, and he 
then assented. The implements were to be sent to him and sold 
on commission, the terms being agreed upon. The two men then 
proposed to give him an instrument for Atchison's prolcction in 
making sales since the articlesihad been patented. The document 
was presented lo Atchison for his signature, and, since he was 
unable to read it without difficulty, he requested that it be read 
to him. One of the men then purposefully "misread" the docu- 
ment. They then produced another paper, which they assured 
Atchison was a duplicate of the 'one read to him, and he signed 
both papers. The papers were, much larger in size than an ordi- 
nary note, and Aichison was unaware that he had sigtied a note. 
The papers, as it turned oul, were merely a ruse to obtain Atchi- 
son's signature on a $140 note. Fortunately for Atchison, his 
' credibility .was greater than that of the opportunists, and ihc liti- 
gation was settled in his favor. 50 

Thcjccond case, Walker v. Ebert (1870), involved Mr. Ebert, 
a German by birth and education who was unable lo read and 
write the English language. Ebert alleged that ihe holders of a 
note bearing his signature had chealed him by falsely claiming 
that he would become, the sole- agent for his town of a certain 
patented machine for a period of ten years. One of the machines 
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was to In* delivered to him free of cost, excluding freight, and 
Mr. Kbert was to receive 50 permit ol nil profits from hi* Hales, 
Tlir holder* then presented to him a sign, m duplicate, an instru- 
ment partly written and partly printed which he was unable to 
read and which was stated to he simply a contract covering the 
oral agreement. The original decision in favor of Walker was re- 
versed and a new trial ordered. 51 

finally, the case of Tmmbly v. liuard ft al (IH80) involved 
what was probably a common occurrence in settling a home: the 
purchase of furniture. The plaintiff in this instance had pur- 
chased furniture on credit and contended that, by oral agree- 
ment, he had agreed upon a price, part of which was paid down, 
the rest to be paid by installments. The agreement was then com- 
mit ted to writing. The plaintiff testified that the written agree- 
ment was not that agreed upon orally and thai the written agree- 
ment had been obtained by fraud; nothing, said the plaintiff, had 
been said of borrowing or renting the furniture. Later, when the 
defendants came to remove the furniture from the premises, suit 
was brought for trespass to real estate, In delivering the opinion 
of the court (which had only to decide whether or not a jury 
might find fraud in this case), it was noted that the illiteracy of 
the plaintiff was of "controlling importance,*' and the literate 
party was "bound to show that he [the illiterate party) fully un- 
derstood the object and import of the writings sought to he en- 
forced against him": 

A party who i.s ignorant of the contents of a written instru- 
C^jncnt, from inability to read, who signs it without intending 
to, and who is chargeable with no negligence in not ascer- 
taining the character o£ it, is no more bound than if it were a 
forgery. 52 K 
Prior to the late 1890.s cases involving, disputed contracts 
noted that a literate person who signs a written instrument with- 
out reading it or having it read has no legal recourse on grounds 
of ignorance of the contract. In the absence of fraud or misrepre- 
sentation the literate individual is assumed to exercise his ability 
to read and "the law affords no relief." 53 Illiterate parties to a 
contract, on the other band, were to receive some special consid- 
eration for their disability. In fact, the burden for specifying the 
intent of the contract and conveying that intent to an illiterate 
party was clearly with the literate person. A number of decisions 
clearly demonstrate n>is point, but two will suffice for illustration. 

The first of these cases, Seldon v. Myers (1857), was hearcl 
before the Supreme GoUrt of the United States, and involved a 
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dispute over properly in Washington, l).C„ owned Ivy Seldon, a 
restaurant owner. Seldon deeded hi* property to Lawrence 
Myers and (Company of New York, the suppliers of liquor to hi* 
restaurant, (n addition; Seldon had sinned a promissory note in 
oidei to have credit extended to him. Seldon was an illiterate 
and claimed that it was his understanding that only a portion of 
the property had been deeded, The testimony of Myers claimed 
that all the property had been deeded and that die contract 
(deed) had been read to Seldon explaining "its object, the 
amount of the note, . , . the description of the property and the 
purposes/ 1 The Court held in favor of Myers and Company on 
the grounds that no fraud had been committed and there was no 
Conclusive evidence to demonstrate that the deed had been in- 
correctly read and explained to Seldon. In delivering the deci- 
sion, it was noted that in dealing with an unlettered man "it is 
incumbent on Myers and Conipuny to show, past doubt, that he 
[Seldon) fully understood the object and import of the writings 
upon which they are proceeding to, charge him." It was observed 
by the Court that had the Company failed to give a correct read- 
ing to the illiterate party, it "would have furnished strong 
grounds for inferring that he had been deceived, and had not un- 
derstood the meaning of the written instruments he signed." 54 
A second case illustrates the same principle and was heard in 
the New Jersey Court of Chancery, The case of Suffern and Gallo- 
way v. Butler and Butler (1867) involved a dispute over terms to 
lease mineral rights. The ^cfcndantSyfButler and Butler) in this i 
case were illiterate and alleged that" the lease had been improper- 
ly read to them: "he purposely omitted it (the disputed clause] 
and if it had been read, they never would have signed the 
same." 55 In deciding the case, the chancellor observed that the 
defendant offered a "positive denial" that the lease had been 
read properly: 

He cannot read, and in his case the reading of the lease Cor- 
rectly is as material to the execution of it as making his 
mark. 55 « 

It is important to realize, "also, that in cases of illiterate contract- 
ing parties the courts do not presume ^ny particular level of in- 
telligence for the illiterate- persons. As long as the contract was 
"honestly and fairly read or explained," said the court in Greer\ v. 
Moloney (1894), it is not necessary "to show that the illiterate did 
understand its contents and their nature." "If, after a paper has- 
been read or explained to him," observed the court, "he sign it,, 
making no objection to it, nor request any explanation of it, he 
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nuin. mi all reason he taken m haw known what he way( mrh* 
iiiR. M " 4 7 

The responsibility of the literate puny m accurately portray 
the content* (it .1 contract with an illiterate poison U a/principle 
that luii i cttiauicd in lout* in t tu* twentieth t ciiiin y, When, how* 
ever, the illiteracy of one of the contracting panic* i* wol evident 
.iikI the literate party docs not rcali/c thai he is dealing with an 
illiterate pcison, the situation is substantially diflciciit, Thus, in 
I he IUHI case of Shaiptf\ulltndttr Ut Crtnm Co, v. /W>ij, ihc conn 
imictl thai "ihc lac t of illiteracy in of no materiality/and . . . the 
contract is binding" when an illiterate person, "unknown to the 
other party to he illilctulc, chose to aflix her nait/c to an agree* 
uieiil without demanding that it he read to lu/r, and without 
being misled . . . hy the other patty," The court/continued: "lie 
in bound, if lie did not require the doonucujf to he read to 
him." This latter princ iple wan laid down in /lhoroughgood's 
case in the late sixteenth century and had been reiterated in 
Story's ('.ommentanea on Equity J umfmuiencf. Yet. between 1850 and 
1898, contract canes involving this principle are few, while cases 
tiling the respousihility of the literate party arc plentiful. Follow- 
ing Hclliwith's ease (18 ( .)8), however, there are frequent occasions 
in which the respousihility of the illiterate person looms large. 
Thus, with the coming of the twentieth eciuury, a suhtle shift in 
emphasis is apparent, a shift which certainly placed greater re- 
spousihility on the illiterate to look out for /his own welfare, 

In the case of Chirac St. /»., Af. and (X /?>•. v. Belliwith (1898). 
Belli with, an illiterate German peddler who understood English, 
.had been injured by an explosion as a result of attempting to re- 
trieve a package which he had left on ii train, said train having 
been stopped as a result of another train wreck. In the process. 
Belliwith had been burned and subsequently filed suit against the 
railway company for negligence. Belliwith had been awarded a 
modest anumnt in damages and had signed a release for liability 
on the part of the railway. Following this agreement, however, 
Belliwith instituted suit against the company, claiming that he 
had not understood the terms of the release because of his illiter- 
acy. In delivering his opinion. Sanborn opened his remarks by 
explaining the sanc tity of a written contract: 

A written contract is the highest evidence of the terms of an 
agreement between the parlies to it, and it is the duty of 
every contracting party to learn and know its contents before* 
^Psigns and delivers it. He owes this duty to the other party 
to* the contract because the latter may, and probably will, pay 
his money and shape his action in reliance upon the agree- 
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mm! llr own U to die puhk, wtiiih, a* a mallet of public 
policy, treat* the wutlrii iiinliatl a* a lotuhuhr 4H*wrr to 
thr qMfMHHI. whai wa* ihr agreement? 
I ttr ittlltl nnlril llMl if Nrlhwiih luil liol 4*krd that the tuiUtuvt 
(irlra*r) hr trail lo him, miuiiltitrd M gioM »t?||li||ei»cV fl on 
his pan; if ihr contract ImiI indeed been trail tu lutii 4% hi* allot* 
nry letiilied, llirn he ImiI UK"™! il In lull logtiiMiur of lit trim* 
and l!lU» atirrded lo thrill; 

Hr wa« willing lo receive, 4nd did receive, ihe . $SM)0 f^jr thin 
release, without i railing ii or hearing it rratl; anoMK^caunoi 
be, ami ought not lo be, now heard. whikJRr iruin* it* 
benefits, in say thai Iih own iguotaiue ami negligence 
exempt him from il* obligation*, -0 

Ihr principle of negligent iguniame i* frequently cited in 
t a*r* follow niK tUlhwtih A number of ihese ca*c* involved initial 
oral agieemrw* which had preceded written documents, the 
laurr lometime* having been alleied horn thr original agree* 
mrni. While uusieprcseuiaiion was present in sonic case*, thr * 
principle of negligent ignorance was often cited 41 in the A^ 
bama <a*e of lUitn v. Hart* (1901): 

One who ha* signed a contrail in negligent ignorance of iti 
contents cannot, in the absence of fraud and misrepresenta- 
tion, set up Midi ignoranc e in avoidance of die obligation. II 
he cannot read, due c are lor hi* Own interest require* that 
he should. have it read to him. 61 
And again in Shom-MuflUr Co. v. fanning (1913). it was noted that 
"one who signs a contract inbound lo exercise reasonable care 
and prudence to inform himself as to its contents . . ."; **,.< . if 
he does not read or biive it read, the law will presume that he did 
his duty [and] will not permit him to say lhat he did not read 
|il|. M ,a What was lo be preserved. noted'J. Mason, in Bunts v. 
Sfnkn (1921). was the '.'value Of all contracts.'* 63 llie' Written: 
contract was assumed lo be the final agreement reached by con- 
tracting parlies and "to merge ;all prior negotiations.** In 
short, what was at slake in the issue^f illiteracy and contract was 
the sanciity of die contract, in fact, ihe social edifice built upon 
contract. , 

Conclusion 

The functional relationship of the illiterate person to the judicial 
system hds been of paramount importance in the consideration of 
the civic, social, and economic meanings of literacy in nineicenih- 
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i riitui% Ailiriiisi While the t'«it«l#ft||« mat hr tunodrrrd IfHtflMve 
4tut j^jii hirihrr »ituf brtrrul *d diem thnold he leitaird 
ii h t-wtlrtii thai nun> dhirtaie peiaoiu wne not lelrgaied (a 4 
"iiMitfUMt" |Hisi|MMi »implv by untie of their having |>e*«» iilitrr-' 
4tr I lir nuikri, drprodrnl hr W4* upon other* for €Y|>fc?*ftitig 
(in intent, i|oiie|hele%» did tint hud hi* position 4 demeaning uiif 
Hit* attihtHitt 4M«1 teginnutv of the walk *4* preserved fjk*pite 
die attendant difficulties of Ii4ttd letoguued In the MMltti *M 
then t r|»«^«4ir*t W4fllintfi about the use til dhteiate witnesses fur 
dnuiuieut* Nor did dhleracV Hilrr 4 t*it k of intelligence, 4hhough 
totnts viewed llit* leilitooo} u| Minir dhteiates wiih. suspicion 
Kath,<ti , if was ihr Keueiat position of die tmnh that dhleiaty wai 
a « ti%jtt»ilil y akin In blindness, but not debilitating Ml leMti* of 
Utilise i t i)Mut\ to undel stand 

{ill hi competent \ Nhnt ^ liiorr difficult ciuesiiuii fur the 
toutt* dun diil the witnessing id ilot inneiiis. 1 llruflv , 4 touipe< 
tent jtifur ought in understand ilir proceeding* of the court and, 
in certain instances, be able to lead pertinent dcHtuneiilsTei* 
haps bn 4ih«* ihe scuial and c |\ 1 1 signilic aike ol the jiifor'i judg- 
ment v%as broader than that id witnessing a single documeiil, 
courts s*v\v inme stringent in allowing illiterate* to function in 
1 lit % inlt* lii geuetal, no uttellet tu.il or educational standard, per 
se. was *ei hn )tii4ii t iiiiiprtt'iii v, vet the criterion offumiioriahty 
demanded certain levels uf t oiiuimuuaiiou skills. Irxtl id lileiacy 
was imp«ui,iiii, ami, as we have seen, die simple ability to write 
one s name Has considered insulin lent in Johnum v* 7'A/ .V/<i// 
(iHHti), 

Finally, m (he iiialtcr of t ontr.i< is, miu trrnth-i rntury jusiiecs 
(onVistc'iulv tleiiHinstrated an awaieness of problems occasioned 
by one or more ol the louiractiu^ paities bein^ illiterate. Yel, at 
/be same time, unirts were fated with die problem ol guarantee- 
ing the rights of all parties, A meeting ofclhe iniiuls, or wills, of 
intenl was ol first importance in a contractual agreement,* yel 
intent was ibfluult lo determine for the illiterate person. Thr 
ge'hetid rule ol parol evidence bad made oral agree men Is unen- 
forceable when followed b\ a „ written tontract, :Fhe illiterate 
pVrsou. Mien, relied upon the words of others— jn many cases, 
persons w\b whom be was' unfamiliar, who were not pari of a 
local community, and with whom the first conlact would be the 
last. 

Protec tion for .the illiterate party to a contract becaroc in- 
crcasmglyMinkult wiihin ihe^context of an ideal free mar|^ 
economy whiclr demanded Jthat the individuals be left alone ttV 
contract freely, yet iirtisrc<} v ui the name of sanctity of contract, 
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" that ecbndrnitMrid sOcUil^bility be pjesei^(J1^0rder\and free- 
dpm •coiripete3?fcr the> ibyMt^ pf justices; -hidivjidlaa^ 
iii the use of ^^^^rc^^s. ty bc ^lance^agai^ need 
^< fop. regulation^ 



; most 

iet*^ 

V' tr^ctuig paries r |ifd to protect ttj 
mirigVrom i^^^a^ijjty tb rear*^ : 

litdrate and %^S^V?;P^ 



res 



he niijetee^tjji century, courts 
;ve^W^ghts|^f illiterate con- 
peon's af^rist abuses stem- 
wnte.vBy itfe £nd of the nine- 
,isiVi\ad shifted. While both a 
^oblfgat^ accurate- 



fenti noijonget 



dicLthe rn 
&aine^it 



major respon- 
jjt ha^ become 



ly thVcontents;d^^n <t$fy 
"SiBiTitf seem t#ie^itK\ 

cieat^that iJie Illiterate ^Bp 1 :^ boyjnt^ and 
to take theipi^ 

Where the cortl^ the. fpunda- 

tioh of soaal^rdex;^ Hpiclivicl- 
ual" responsibility^ ' \£**v [ ■ 

I. George L. Haslunm^w^ani 
lonial Society," } 4mr 
(1057): 437 

2.,<james Willar** 
rpgnts rjn United 
Ddrjald < Fleming 
eds., LavJ ixfiAifier\ 
Uttye, Brown ar|d i 





f v5S6 ■ '^tkteertt^Mijiry City [New York: Aca- 

; 

V p^ co^ a crea- 

oto niW*^v#^ ) ^ • Ft^^ f . nineteenth Century, ? A 

4. 'f^ W and, as*e notes? "the 

i ittrociimntihn) thai ll-^'V ■*?Jt}~ £ " _ _ _ nf '»!■_ oi rrKl _ 




perimental World Literacyi Programnu; A 
V ^Critical ^Assessment [UN£o, 19^6], p. 
.7 AAiB.) (^frhas^wamed up the jprevail- 
^ : : ' >1 ing vic|* of the illiterate as a ma rginal 
• person by noting that: * '■ j *■ :\ 

^Theif,Cdire position leaves the; illiter- 

atb outside theLdomAant Social pro- ...Wrf UwjReyxew 87 (1974): 91^ 
Aces-ses v exacerbating" their oWn^dis- reprim in^ Wy the Holt, dd:, tofl 
advantages jjnc^.e*nlarging the loss. they %? L J ; " 

.represent to, the Society and the econo- 
;:my 1 Vv . Moreover, their existence 
threatens the function of internalized 



ssays tn 



NineteenthXentuxy American Legal tfistory 
(Westport, C$hn.: Greenwood Press, 
1976), pp. 206, 2 JO. A similar point is 
made by P. S. Atiyah for Great Britain 



pect of tile eigh- 
conception of exchange 
itation on contrac- 
modern 
the extent 
nds upon 

ergence ot individual desires. 
The equitable theory, by ^contrast > li^^^ 
ited and sometimes denied contractual 
obligations by reference to the fairness 
of the underlying exchange." (Morton 
J. Horwitz, "The Historical Founda- 
tions of Modern Contract Law," Har- 

923; 
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in The Hue and Fail of Fjeedom of Contract 
(Oxjbfd:' Clarendon '.Press,.' 1079). I he 
shift froi«<an equity tp a will theory of 
contract lias been most important in. 
mattcrs-fdealing with commerce and 
business activity where future agree- 
ments arc at stake. The will theory of 
contract is evident in other cont^cUial 
relations as \well, however, and is 
useful for conceptualizing problems of 
the illiterate in communicating life 
intent; . ; ■ . 



20, John* Profatt, A 7 realise on Trial by? 
Jury (San Francisco: Summer Whitney 
and Co., 1880), pp. 164-65. ' 

21. ISlnd. 101. " 4 ' 

2#, 23 La. Ann. 14. Two later cases 
prove an exception to the general rule 
and illustrate well the bending of the 
court to practical considerations. Both 
are Colorado cases and should be seen 
in light of the cultural pluralism of that 
state with its large number of McHijan- 
American residents unequally distribut- 
ed among the various counties of the 
state. These basic -apclaT and demo- 
graphic: facts w^re significant factors in 
determining juTp> competency and its 
relation*, to literacy. In The Town of 
Trinidad v. Siw/dta (187.9), the major 
issue at stake was pne of juror cornpe- ; 
tency. The court Was,, in' efFect, asked 
to interpret d Cojofado 'statute cover- 
ing juror qualiAcations--'a statute, 
h oWejfcr, which -; y qid ; " not ■ refer ■ to- the 
\ subject of literacy" Thus the grounds 
for challenging juror competency stood 
on cojnmoh law principles rather than 



^ Thorotighgood v. Co(e, 2 Eng. Rep. 9; 
Shutter's Case, 12 Eng. Rep., 90; Sir 
William Blackstone* Commentaries on the 
Laws of England in Four Books, ed. Wil- 
liam Draper Lewis (Philadelphia: Rces 
Welsh and Co., 1900), 2:304-5. ; v 

7< Thoroughgood v. Cole, 2 Eng. Rep. at 

8. - Lee Soltow, arid- Edward Stevens* 
The Rise of Mass Literaq andjhejSmmon 
School in the United States: A Socio-Eco** 
nomic Analysis to 1870. (^cagot The 
University of CrTicagb Press, 1981), p. 

,4*6;. " T 6 • . * '■ ' 

* tft statute ^IfA^'anV-it behooved the jus- 

9. -Harrison v. Harrison, 8 *Yez. 185;, ^ % ^ft!^' ll^ - corittdcK- ihe 
Den : v.:Mtton, 7 N.J^-70, Irt Hortor i^U'^ ar-:, 
Johnson. Justice Lumpkin 6f the S^:f ^jnenijj^ 
preme tourt of Georgia delivered the B ia C fc s t1m% ^ ii^aj Observed 



opinion that "while the name of the tes??/ 
tator may be sign eel by a third person, 
provided it be ^dpne ; in His presence 
and by his.expreVy directi<m» no suc^h. 
indulgence is extended to the] subscrip- 
tion by the witness." (Hortoif ML Alexan- • 
der % Ga. 396 [1855]). ' "} f 

10. Oen v. A/i/to«. .7.N j.L%t 73. 

11. ' 13 Eng. Rep. 369. . J *' 

12. Ibid.; 372-73. ' 1 > 

13. p6 Ga. j: > «- 

14. ;id. at6-!3. 

,15p/2 Rob, 96. 

.'».*■ ... •■■ ..,r\ ■ v ; 
1$ 49tng.Rep.711 

17. 92 Hun. 355. 

18- Id.. at 355-56. 

19. Id. 356; 



9 



that a 

' ^defect in .-education*' which renders a . 
juror iinabte to* understand' court pro- 
ceedings conducted in" a language 
•other than the juror's vernacular clear- 
ly makes\t ;inrp6s^ible for the juror to 

V discharge''. his duties, when no aid 
(such^' an interpreter) is forth'coming, 

"■ignorance of the language 1 . . . is?' as 

'conspicuously" a disqualifying circum- 
stance as though; he were deaf. 1 ' The 
statute under George II, remembered 

. the.court, had been carried forward to 
the people of Cplorado and the- United 
States, and it should be assumed, said 
th^^?ourt, that in .the silence of the. 
statute, "all /jjdtficial proceedings/would; 
be conductefrin English. % \ It did npl 
follow, however, that this wouk) be 
"exclusively so/' < since non-English 
speaking witnesses could testify with 
the aid of an interpreter % and contracts 
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®SS : ^ °- '35. Apyah, 7Vwr a>u/ Fall of Freedom 
^^^^Ctm^p. 36, 
|S|^||^Id.at?7., . 

: ' V, ^%?^^ t '" Morton J. Horwitz, "Foundations 
; «^ ^^bf Modern Contact Law," p. 204. 

38. See also Frederick G. Kempin, Jr., 
Legal History, Jaw and Sikial Change^ 



written iira "foreign tongue" could be 
ildSJf^vitli, Thus, concluded the cotirt, 
instructions of the court' um jurors 
. might he translated into ~ Spaityiw for- 
th* use and instruction of a juror un- 
derstanding that language., alone' 1 (5 
Colo. 66-70), Ten years later this o^cci-' 
sion was reaffirmed in In re Allison 
(1889), and the court, noting the prac- 
ticalities of administering, justice, ob- 
served: , J 

In certain counties of the state where 
the great bulk of the population origi- 
nally were, and a very large proportion 
thereof still are, Mexicans, it would, for 
*■ manj years, have been practically im- 
possible to have administered justice, 
under our system of jurisprudence, 
without their, aid* in this capacity. (13 
_ Colo. 525) ' - 

23. - 2 Brew. 380. 

24. bi Miss, 224. 

25. : 28 U.Ann. 84., 

26. . 56 Miss. 194. 

27. 12 Texas Ct. App. 164, 168. . 

28. 2\ Texas Ct. App. 379. 

2$:^ 20 Fla. 998. 

. 30t ■ R oscoe Po u nd , A n Introduction to 
- the Philosophy of Law (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1922), p. 193^ 

* 31. Joseph P. Cotton, ed.. fh^bmsti- 
- tutional Decisions of John Marshall, 2 Vbls. 
(New York: G.. P, Putnam's Sons, 
1965). 2:175. 

31 Ogden Saunders (1827) in 
Cotton, The Constitutional Decisions of 
John Marshall, 2:180. 

33. Id. atM98. 

34. Id: at 205, 20$. 



(New York: Prentlte-llall Jnc, 1903), 

p, 83. 

39. Horwitr, "Historical Foundations 
of Modern Contract Law," p. 207. 

40. Id. at 210. In <|ie matter of 
equity, notes Barbour, the chancellor 
"exercised a wide jurisdiction over jj£ 
contract in the fifteenth century where 
there was no remedy at law." This is 
especially evident in "petitions brought - 
against vendors for non-performance 

of contracts to convey land." These ac- 
tions, it should be remembered, always 
involved agreements by parol and were 
often informal. This informality of the 
agreements' made them Unenforceable 
at common law. If there were a deed, 
the common law provided action in 
covenant. (W. T, Barbour, "The Histo : 
ry of Contract in Early English 
Equity," in Oxford Studies in Social and 
Legal History, . cd. P. VinogradofT 
(Oxford: Clarendon Pr^s^49i4)'. pp. 
116-18, The place of the concept of 
equity is ||scusse4 in Stanley N, Katz, 
"The Politics of Law in Colonial Amer- 
ica: Controversies over Chancery 

- Courts in Equity Law in the Eighteenth 
Century," in Donald Fleming arid Ber- 
nard Bailyn, cd$. t Law in American Histo- 
ry (Boston: Little, Brown and , Co., 
1971). Katz notes that proceedings of 
equity in chancery were designed to 
remedy defects in common law, as a 
result of its inflexibility. The chancel- 
lor, says .Katz! operated on the Aristo-, 
telian principle "that the essence of 
equity is the correction oF positive law 
where that fails because too generally 
formulated." "Equity," he continues, 
"was thus ah attempt to make law 
supple enough to do substantial justice 
throughout the broad range of human 
experience accessible to the power of 

. the state" .(Katz 259). / v V; 

41. Horwitz, 237. ty&y : V&'-i-'- 

42. Roscoe Pound, . formative Era 
of American Uw^i4^i^^ c ' Brown 
^nd Co., 1938), p; l l4v r 

43. Id. at 205. # 
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44, Id. «228, 

45. Atiyah t 403, ft7. 8 Del. JUL 

40^ Horwiu, 290. 1 ■ ? . * 58, 15 A. 248, 

, /jjpi* William W, Story i A Tr*ati\t on the 59 ^3 p 439 
K fajiifff Contracts not under Seal (Boston: 

. < fctfarlea C» Link and Jamcn Brown, ° 0 ' at 440 « 
VfH44),p. 13. * 

- 4t|j. : 15 Maw. 220? 



V 'M l $9 Ind. # 5H2;- 

50 f Taylor v. Atchison 54 
(I870J/ 

•'■iji.^io Wis. 194; 

iv * 52: f30 Mass. 259. 



1 



61, 124 Ala. 431. 

62, 140 S, W. 199) sec also Rtichson v. 
Knights of the Maccabees of the World 203 

j 96 ' Pac. 674 (.1922) and Standard Jfotor 
* Company \, Samuel Peltier 147 Md. 509 
(1925).* " . 



63. 202 Pac. 371. 



p l. »•# 4 t r m if am 64. Autin v. Brooklyn Cooperage Co, 285 
£55.- AwifA/ v. Fletcher G Blackf. 381 - ^ * 

^ (184*); Muy v. y^Aiuon and Another 3 ; UW UJ °'' 

: yjp4. v 4^ (1852): Rogers y. Pjace 29 Ind, 65. James Willard Hurst, Z^u> 

Conditions of Freedom in Nineteenth-Century 

United States ( Madison: ' University, ' of 



f:^;M:;'20AJ.^ 509-51^(^7). ; : 



55 id. > 



^Wisconsin Press,. 1956)^ pp. 5-14. 'j 
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Evelyn Rawski, professor oj history at the University of Pittsburgh, has re- 
searched a broad range of topics in the history of China during the last four 
* centuries and is the author of a number of books and papers that present 
the results of those investigations. In Education and Popular Literacy 
in Ch'ing China (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1979), she. 
d0ls with the movement for popular literacy befort the 1911 revolution. 

Drawing on her work on education and popular culture?, professor 
Rawski argues v for recognition of the relatively high degree , of literacy 
achieved in China by the end of the last century. Th$ success of that literacy 
experiment is tracedUo the support provided by the culture, the expectation 
of reward* for leaniingi and the usefulness of what was taught. 

•S ■ -■' " - : :-vr-'*. ■•.;/, \ ' ' 
In a nonalphabetic language such as Chinese, literacy cannot be 

acquired through the memorizatiop of a small number of sym- 
bols, but demand^ knowledge of many distinct . characters far 
reading, and writing. The/ Chinese hjid no phonetic syllabary, as 
-■ (fid ^ ease the task, nor was there any concept 6f 

limited of functional literacy in traditional China. Those who 
$£: •tfer'e considered educated Had mastered the ^trfodo)T;classical 
"1^ curriculum; which was dominated by the Confucia^ classics and 
fctjj^ large corpus of scholarly commentaries, histories, and literary 
materials handed down from previous centuries-This curriculum 
Was vvelJ-d(f fined anci universal through the empire an<j Was in- 
tended to preWre students for the civil service examinations and 
thence for government Service. Acfvabced literacy was the.virtuql 
monopoly «of a* Very small group of ifen who termed the^lite of 
1 the society. >.' *. f- 

Of course, itiany Chinese were. able to read at lower levels q$ 
skill, even though they were not considered educated by . the .j 
standards of their culture." Because Hhey possessed knowledge *bf 
only a limited number of characters, such pers6ns^'|i%i^Uy\Ka'dJ| i - 
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narrowly specialized vocabularies, -AsVonc missionary noted, 
"Multitudes can read the characters* so as U> know the names of 
hundreds of them without bcinp able ft) read a book/' yet at the 
same -lime, "know the characters they require in their b£incss; it 
may bp a hundred or a thousand, They can often mid and write 
business letters, but they cannot read even a single book at, 

sight." 1 . • ; 

The practical value of such specialized vocabularies! has been 
confirmed by twentieth-century mass education movements which 
have aimed at 'teaching from several hundred up to fifjeen hun- 
dred characters to adult illiterates. Educatbrt involved with these 
•efforts began to analyze various kinds pf writ^ n\aterials in 
order to identify the most frequently used chara^rs th'At should 
be given priority in teaching. In one study of character frequen- 
cy, it was found that a person who could recognize 9 characters 
could read 1 out of 7 characters in simple material, while knowl- 
edge of 78 characters enabled himVo read '50 percent, 352 char- 
acters to read 70 percent, and 1 169 character^ to read 91 percent 
' of the same mate^l. The mass education movement concluded 
'. that knowledge S^vj^lVe hundred characters^gave a total vocabu- 
lary of -Veil 0^3,000 wordV' 2 Separate readers teaching 
twelve hundred basic characters were developed for urban resi- 
dents, farmers, and^diei%^ompletk)n of the readers allowed 

|p»fprc nnH kf>f>n -a 




rite letters, and keep accounts. 
weeks-Junrnshed Chinese with 



graduate* to read ^wfr'^i 
The comic. to'b^Jw^^ 
functional literacy. ^^^;L. v 

\ In traditio^ thoug^not wholly 

confined to. rn£TOf«|™ for women was^not sane:- 

fiqn*dT>y Chines^ often held the 

- flSir jit ^ ■ *• ^'''K ooijiJii^cf'^T^v si s a ^Virtue in Wor^eri;; although literate 

most likejiy to be. foun^in^^iich ^ well-to-do 
ttr. literate women through chance 

about and by their male kin a^vthe mot^ 
^iv 'l^ who guided children through their first les- 

home. These women enjoyed access to education, 
througii their literate male relatives; Once educated, their ability 
to keep account*, and household records undoubtedly helped 
1 thern fulfill their domestic duties. Special textbooks for wdmen 
iike^^a&i Cla ^ ic ^ Filial (N " h? ia °- cl Jjng>. or Female's 
' ^^^6 W&llun-yii) existedrsuggesting a fair degi^e of female lit- 
~~£m33l households Among villagers,' female literacy was 
mucK^^For households who had difficulty financing the edu- 
■ cation '^a sort, educating a girl was like "weeding the field of 
some other man." 3 & son was a permanent meifiber of4he Chi- 
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* 

nese puriiliiieul family, but a daughter was a transient, someone 
who would marry and belong thereafter to her husband's family, 
The education of daughters was viewed as a waste of scarce re- 
sources \)y het; lii^al family. Despite some regional exceptions, 
only 1 to IQjjwrcfcnt of women in the nineteenth century were 
literate. 4 ,-;v. v " 

Reports of male literacy come to us from .Westerners \vl\p 
lived in the treaty ports. Foreign residents in the 1830s observed,' 
"Of the whole population of Canton, not more than one half are 
able to read. Perhaps Hot 1 boy dut of 10 is left entirely djrjlitulc 
of instruction; yet of the other sex not ion 10 ever learns l6 fcad 
and •write." fi Others wrote about the [Vlenlitude of books in 
China and remarked on the circulating libraries renting books to 
the servants arid coolies working in Western establishments. 
"Ilicy even found books modeled after dliinese reading primers 
that were designed to leach Portuguese and English phonetically, 
selling for "a penny or two" to servants, coolies,- and shop- 
keepers. , * '■■ 

But Canton was a highly atypical city in the nineteenth cen- 
tury! the center of one of the most densely populated ' regions 6f 
China, the Pearl River delta. Its inhabitants were unusually liter-^ 
ate. Brow dp. we determine the general literacy rates for nirie- f 
tecnlh-cenlUry China, given the absence of overall statistics? In a 
lucent study, I have culled various estimates of literacy for the 
nineteenth and twentieth centiSnes, gathered ihfprmation on the 
distribution of private and other schools, on the supply of poten- , 
tial teachers, and e*2raincd the cost of ^hording to arrive at the 
conclusion that i^OT^SO- to? 45 percent bF Chinese males attended 
school in the late^Ptwenth Century ancf p/bssessed functional lit- 
eracy skills.® \ ' • * ; 

• w* / >• : • ^ 

m Cultural Context 

What was the cultural environment thaL made 1 this kvel<jof liter- 
acy possible? There was and is a "pnjfound jreverence n for 
schooling among^Chinese, due flr^p?Q.\^ universal recognition, 
that education was thd key to 1 presug# % »wer, and wealth in late 
imperial Chirta^ because it alone pro^<re^cn^y to bureaucrat^; 
careers. The ChMng dynasty (l&4**jW^ the trend 

toward limiting entry to the civil sejfyi&^o^^ 
tions, so that ambitious young then had: t*,^ 
pete for the examination degrees that qu'alifiecT tliOTV^^ 
office. Government service, the most honorable. callmg;;in^the % 
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original Confucian order, brought with it political power and per- 
sonal reward, so the motivation lor education was high* 

By the nineteenth century the civil service examinations were 
open to all males W a very small minority, there was a fully ar- 
ticulated hierarchy of examinations, beginning at the county level 
artd moving, at the very end, to the palace in Peking itself. The 
highest degrees, won at the provincial and national competitions, 
qualified their holders For 'qf flee. Regulation* and institutional aiv 
rangemcnts sought to iniCtfrc the impersonality of the grading., A 
fairly fixed quota systeni combined with population growth 
during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to add to 
the keenness of the* competition. 7 But the potential rewards were' 
so great that families were? willing to invest large sums of money,' 
in education, sums, that were large not only in an absolute sense 
but as a percei%iagti btjhp* total family^assets, This was because 
an individual's succeiWff tile examinations ensured the success of 
his whole family. Sini$ «only a very few were able to win degrees, 
families tried to select their brightest sons for the prolonged edu- 
cation necessary to prepare for the examinations, but talent first 
had to be identified, and that meant exposing a much larger 
number of boys to the' first phases of schooling. The, lure of ex- 
amination success thus led families to send boys to school who 
might then drop Cut after a few years when their lack of ability 
' became evident. 

The case of Chu Te, tjie famous Red Army leader, illustrates 
this point. Chu, bdrn in J £86 in Szechwan province, was one of 
three sons in a family of tenant farmers who were "too poor to 
eat rice except on rare occasions/ 1 Yet Chu and his two older 
''brothers were sender a private school whrch^harged 800*cash as 
tuition for the "eldest and 200 cash each for the two younger 
boys. This poor tenant^family, straining every resource, was able 
ta pay these sums. When Chu Te and one brother- continued 
their lessons at a better school run by the wealthy landlord and 
boasting a teacher with a lower academic degree, ttytsame fees 
were charged. Chu's family used its savings to educate its sons; of 
the three brothers, one dropped out after a yeat;, the second after 
three years, while Chu Te was allowed to; go on for further 

schooling. 8 V ; 

The prestige accorded to education percolated down to Ihe 
villages, where a peasant who sent his sons to school thereby 
gained "face" and raised his status in the community. But there 
were also considerable rewards for literacy in everyday life. Since 
^government tried to regulate trade, there were innumerable 
official notices, regulations, and documents for merchants and 
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shopkeeper* to i cad, 'fill, and file in addition to their own iu> 
counthooks. Enterprises as lowly in statin us the porter's trade, 
said to he staffed with landless men from the village required 
tickets and schedules of carrying charges. Written contract were 
ubiqiiitcitis, to he used for purchasing or mortgaging real estate, 
for renting land, hiring laborers, boi rowing 11101117, and even lor 
selling children, 9 

Advances "In China'.} economy were reflected in many vil- 
lages, where a "sizable fraction" of persons were "engaged in oc- 
cupations clearly not those of peasants.'* The extensive participa* 
tion of villagers in marketing and the importance of written mate- 
rials in their relations with government made literacy a valuable 
asset. The government systems of police security and tax collec- 
tion, the pao-chia and lochia, required that written records he kept 
and shifted ahout by householders. The Ch*ing government used 
written notices to transmit regulations to its rural as well as 
urban populace; we know of attempts to put such communica- 
tions in simple language and "nice calligraphy, easy to read" for 
the benefit of those who were not fully literate. 10 

Many farmers* in north as well as central and south China 
participated in water control organizations, Since irrigation sys- 
tems often encompassed several villages, the coordination of 
work and allocation of water were quite complicated tasks, 
Records had to be kept of the schedule fof drawing water, for 
assessing households for labor and fundy to keeptjp the, dikes 
And irrigation ditcrfl^ These organization?, rotated the supervi- 
sory and recordkeeping duties amongjanclowning farmers, who 
must thus have been functionally literate. 

Literacy was % essential "not only for scholarship and official 
administration, but for successful farm management and com- 
merce, ^nd it was extremely useful if not essential for those wish-- 
ing to assume a greater than ordinary influence in the local af- 
fairs of their neighborhood or village. " 11 Families used literacy 
as a defense against being cheated. P. T. Ho cites a family of ag- 
ricultural tenants in east China, bilked by a villager over a land 
deal, who sent a son through school, "for without an educat^i 
man; , the family could not defend itself against local sharpers in 
the fui|ire." 12 Ch'ing society* thus provided positive ^incentives 
for scKboling for farmers as-well as urban tradesmen and the 
elite. ".-ii.. . 

In- comparison with other premodern societies, China also, 
had an unusually large pool of potential teacher's,* more than 
enough to teach the 30 to 45 percent of the male population who 
are estimated to have attended school. Most frequently teachers 
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were men wiih lower examination ileitrrrsi who were fully literate 
but not qualified to hold government posts, School regulations 
identify holder* of the t'lmg^hmg and *htng~yu<m decrees, oh* 
tained hy passing . examinations at the county and prcfectural 
levels/as potential teacher* for beginning students, As this group 
numbered 2.1) million in IH.W), their was a maximum of six po a 
tential teachers per thousand #r*>ple, If we compare the supply 
of potential 'teachers with the estimated number of school-age 
boys in IHM), we. find that it was theoretically possible to teach 
eVery male child with a class si/e of only sixteen, so it was cer* 
lainly possible in educate the smaller group of hoys attending 
school.- 19 

And there were definite incentives for scholars to support 
themselves by teaching while attcmplinflf. to win higher degrees: 
teaching was a very respectable occupation, for had not Confu- 
cius himself been a teacher?- By contrast, anecdotes and govern- 
ment prohibitions, indicate that in the struggle to keep themselves • 
alive, scholars of modest means had ignored statutory restrictions 
against engaging ii\ such "degrading" occupations as store book- 
keeper, clerk, local broker, and government runner (a low status, 
Unpaid post in government offices). Indigent ^degree-holders 
mtftht'earn a living by fortune-telling, which in its more prestig- 
ious forms, like geomancry, was respected as«a highly developed 
science. After all. they could sink much lowcr jj^ 
novels that scholars were reduced to ctdleitrjj^ a 
livftg, Feng Yfin-shan7a leader of the Taiping rebellion that tore 
through China in the mid-nineteenth century, was a lower 
degrce-holc'icr who was forced at one time to work gathering the 
harvest, carrying earth and collecting pig and buffalo manure for 
sale as fertilizer. 14 Phe humble nature of these alternatives to 
teaching supports the quantitative finding that there was a large 
supply T of potential teachers in the nineteenth century, arid sug- 
gests that not, all of them could find employment in thei^ pne- 
ferred*rqle as teachers. 

Information on tuition fees shows ^ very wide .range of 
charges. One missionary living in east China reported that "liter- 
ary men who arc spepr. and who fail of acquiring government em- 
ployment. afc frequently glad to/r^ach school at almost a nominal 
price/- Ut Arthur Smith, a mis>ipn^ m north China,, wrpte. "It 
is not uncommon to meet teachers who have'* but one or two 
pupils, and who receive for their services little or nothing more 
than their food." ,<J CompariJ|on of the fees with what we know 
of incomes in the nineteenth century suggests that education was 
Twithin the means of a father wide sociaPspectrum. - . • 
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Literacy Wiii iiNci stimulated by the availability of cheap 
hooks, Clniu, iht- counny iluii invi'iUcd printing, had a vigorous 
commercial priming industry by I lie* thirteenth century, when pri- 
viui' printer* Nourished in the urban centers, but true large*sca|e 
printing may have emerged only in the Sixteenth ccuiiiiy, Ab 
though iiioVfihlc lypt* printing w«» known Id lluvGhincHe, it wu* v 
not unit h useel and was indeed not very cohWbieut hrrftUHt'Qr 
llit- utmalptuibclic mimic of the lahKUaK^^^lhhHk |ijjl»f!ng. " 
which dominated the industry, was a y&yijfiffyftj ami cheap* 
method especially suiiedjo Chinese ideographs. The major ex- 
pense* were raw materials (paper, ink. ami woodblocks) and the 
jabot lor transcribing, .carving, printing, and sewing the sheet* 
together. No complicated and exprtisive* printing press was rc- 
qnircd: all of ibe essential tools could be packet! and carried on a 
workman'* hack. Once the woodblocks were carved, printing was 
swifl^mM one man could turn Out several thousand copies of a 
block in one day, 1 * 7 

In Ch'ing limes, the priming industry was very specialized 
and diverse. Scholarly projects were the special concern ,pf schol- 
ars and officials, who collected and reprinted, rare editions thatl 
grcailj^simiulaied Ch'ing intellectual life, The elite book market 
was dominated by firms located in the lower Yangtze delta on tin- 
east coast, in the cities of Nanking, Soochow, and Hanpchow. 
Cheap popular editions were produced by printers in south 
China and by bookstores with regional branches. 1 * 

The onset oCmass printing in the sixteenth century slirnulat- 
j^Ldewlopmcnt oj vernacular literature and produced the great 
^^liteeiittfcchlury novels/ There were collections of street bal- 
lads from different regions, immense collections of popular 
songs, short stories, collections of jokes, travelogues, even sala- 
cious^seudohistorics of the imperial bedchambers. Morality 
books articulated popular religious sentiment and showed'.how 
even a relatively" poor man could win spiritual merit through his 
everyday action. Popular encyclopedias gave advice on household 
affairs, sample forms for diffeJ| of documents and letters, 

arithmetic' m&mials, and' other™ ■ information. T}icrc were 
cartoon*j ppn^f^i/i one or man^^^ors. that were direct forcniff^ 
tiers of the modern comic book. There were tabloid newspapers 
(hsin-wen-chih). sold oh the streets for a few cast and dejriguj^ 
'for "the clerks, artisans, and tradespeople whose occupations re- 
quired a small command of characters, and for the large numbers 
of men who had started on the road to scholarship and public 
ofTicebut stoppcd'in elementary stage?." 19 These broadsheets 
supplemented the officially printed gazettes to b£ found in 
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Peking and the pioyinu* winch dealt witli «4p|»omutiriiln. prmin> 
tion*» and ||ovrrniHri»r^ir4ir«; 

Increaml printing made nliUiiiicMwl tr*i» more widely avail* 
able and at cheaper price* thiuVvei lirturtr. By Cli'tog lime*. 
piMiiei*. Confucian lexts, and Ajlicr educational aid* existed in 
great profusion. One could even, purchase hooka presenting cx- § 
animation question* ami winning essay*.* 0 There W no 
dial ma*i printing helped expand the base ol literal y in Ch'ing 
Horiety. 

School* 

The Chlilg dynasty financed a hierarchy of sc hools which wan in* 
tegraicd with the examination system, beginning with schools at 
ihe county level and culminating in the Imperial Academy in' 
Peking. These schools were only lor already advanced student* 
who had pained a series of competitive written examinations* 
Their private counterpart!!, the academies (shu/yuanh were also 
center* lor advanced learning. 11 ! 

Many families in tlm nineteenth century pawkfor the educa- 
tion of their sons, Boys horn into Well-to-do households mifthf 
begin to read and write at home when they were only Ywo to five- 
years old! Since their parents orrrclaiivcs were literate, instruct 
lion was informal and sometimes administered by mothers and 
aunts, hi these early years, a boy learned to recognize approxi- 
mately two thousand character* and to write a smaller number, 
so that by the time he was enrolled in formal studies with a tutor 
(between the a^cs of five and seven) he had already passed 
through elementary schooling. ^ 

Sons from households in more modest circumstances attend- 
ed schools run by teachers in their, own homes or in village tem- 
ples. Villagers might gcL together to invite a teacher to set up 
glasses: the inclusion of contract forms for this purpose in the 
_ popular "encyclopedia of daily use/* almanac-like compendia that 
circulated widely in China, suggests that this was a common prac- 
tice. 28 

Village schools were open most of the year but closed during 
the peak of the harvest season when students weit^ needed to 
help in the fields. For those who could not afford to attend year- 
round sHffl^ls. there were short-term courses, with fees paid 
daily instead of monthly or annually .These were frequently held 
during the winter monihs when the labor demands in agricullure 
^p^?«£at iheir nadir. ^ 
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Ihr length »if hImmiMiiii a l«>^#irtyriU^M^( vriili thr 
mean* of hi* fainily . MiiiMiiMfin in lW^M^V liWiremti i rnmry 
irpnned thai 'the better muur ui ^bmflRj ediuauon oj* tipir^ 
the Undent Jive, M^eii year*; uttr^gfe toniinued at their 

hook* for ihter mfoin jkraf*, while some iriMidn uniy - a 'frw 
niniiih*, ni at 1110*1 our 01 mo \t\%\% 'Mir i it'll ■ generally- givr 
their ton* ihr advantage ul'-a" lull tnuur, , . The middling 
<la»»r*, of tht* brttri sou, mu^lly give thrir thihhet) every uu| in 
tfirir power. The poor, tor the most |Mtl f ale leimued by ihrir 
poveuy from kivimk then children any rdmation. or horn ton* 
tinning ihrin in iii fr< Mil bryond two or ihter year* 0 M '•; 

Hoys Iioiii families too poor lo p*y tuition weie u<1i nete** 
iunly barred horn ihr elamnom, Uneage school* and publi** 
charitable school* were louiided primarily for, this g*oti|>, 
know about lineage school* Iron* ihr regulation* cdncerninjk 
oprialiou to br found in gruealogies. These schools, lin 
from corporate* revenues, were of two type*; those open 
boys in ihr lineage those intruded for tlir uutruili 
theiles* boy* or poor linragr member*; (,Ia**e* would H* 
part of the ancestral hall or the headquarter* of the eMqtti 
estate. Stub uhool* wcte probably most common in ce mrgjl jkty A 
sooth China, ihr region* of greatest lineage strength, 84 

We know about the financing ami operation of J | a ^K>Te 
schools from the detailed school regulation* that have SEphred in 
local ga/cliccr*, The schools obtained revenue* from landed and 
other endowment*. They charged no tuition and were generally 
open lo all; sometime* the regulations state that only the poor 
should be admitted. Ihr government encouraged such schools 
even though it did not provide funds for their establishment, so 
local officials were often leaders in promoting them. Control- 
lions came from the literati and from ordinary citizens. Such 
y hoofs were found throughout the empire but did not exist in 
large enough numbers to affect education in more than a margin- 
al sense. aa ■ * 

Curriculum atid Teaching Methods 

The first lessons in school are probably universal: ''-When a child 
enters school, have. hinffirst' learn to sit, to be quiet, to recognize 
Characters; these are the lessons for the youngcM in the.clcrnen- 
tary school" But there was also emphasis dri observarie^^ the 
Confucian ethical code: ceremonies honoring,. Confucius? aiul in 
some cases the Nep-Confucian philosopher Chu Hsi (1^130-1200) 
were xonducted at regular intervals by the teacher and his stu- 



I inr^r litMMili ut i 4*14111*11) MihMMutcd trvrirtttr hrlotr 
4iui*l|al tablets Jul thr <*0fllll04H IIUI^I ** 

I'lirii thrir wa,» ttic* rrbuoiub»|* .hrlHrru traihri and Mil- 
dent, our u| the iiHitl MiloMIMl tit the iainltuMH wulhf KdtlM- 
tiiui uultttlnf Irui iiiiiii tM" propel mode* of irtpru tuwuid uii«*% 
lr*uhei< r*pro»rd In <Uh irimipnir* walking thr bcguiMWH 
and roil <»l 4 la*»cv 

Clares Mtlght M%Mi»'"« HfitifiM *^*'ly arithmetic, 

Wilting lnM)iu>nr *r|Mtatrd Ituui Irssotiy I earniuK In 

Write V*a» vutticwhal complicated lot .tC.tiinrir l|he lilM lesion* 
weir ui handling die wiuuitf hmdi am) gundiHg ink 'Mir holding 
ui a In u%li wai j^tM4UUr<MriLkv* the trat*hn, who would Ki* % P 
ihr (hilWS JiiMt^Ml ihtongh itir motion* til wiiting. <'hildrr». 
lint inked av^lartfr that act cm wiitirn in ml. thro tuccd o%er 
ihrm, 4 pedagogical mcihod (Imi goiV h.t« k u> the Sung (Uf*0j 
| k J7U) It huh ,il this Mage that *|iokr oidri wa% taught. 

Ill the ne*t iM|}r, wiilleo* model* weie copied, olteil MM 
"squared paper,'* so rtut thr piopci pioportions o( <luractci ele* 
Miriiii tiitliiii a given idroguph could be learned Students wri>r^ 
taught io Hiiu* in the tegular style ii\u s\\u) t gencially lUifeldT* 
creel f he b.i«ic foundation ol writiitfc, Pie mituhtr ol ?haracim 
assigned Would be giadualiv ituirast'd a* s\\nWtU% pr ogressrd, to 
pri|i*p% our bundled 4 dayV" 

Students could practice un|iit|| Oii 4 **tohtirlM>4f<f/' described* 
bv Doolutlr: The .Chinese have boaid* of vatiou* we* and 
tnuknestrs, p.imtrd white which they often use to write 
upon , Pupils in schools use Mich boaids, of only^Jah 411 inch 
thick. .Hid m% or right iiithrs long, hy thlce or lour inches wjide. 
on which thev pMiiitr wining Chinese tluuKtcriy , . . . or.un 
which the tiMihri wrilc* dftiuttm lor than it) w 01 copy. " aT 
Stuh hojnh (nolo* br rr.idily *wii|ird tlciu with ;i' wrt cloth or 

I he* In st leading h-nvmi might uif *m.ill l.uqurrrd woodpi 
hoanh, imchhrd with the Thousand Chtivitter Ciassu\ our character 
10 a block. The child could learn a few characters a day: the ad- 
vantage < I the block* was th.H they could be shuffled* arranged in 
diih-irjit sequence*, and reviewed a* m\ educational game. In one a 
luitMge mIiooI. these blocks were inuribed with the twenty-lour 
models of filial piety Another lint reader provided the charac- 
ters to be learned in ruled squares, with common 'homophones 
on the back. 1 * t 

I he .number ol characters thai could be absorbed in one day 
ranged from ten to several tens ol characters. Even if we* assume 
that a child learned only ten ne*s characters a day, he woulcj thus # 

<>l J. ■■" ' 
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Jearn two thousand characters within the first 'year of jdhoqL 
These characters were learned partly by using thel^uW^Vblocks J 
described above 1 and partly by reading elementary textbobks de- 
signed to teach character recognition. / . 

Three texts dominated elementary education. They were the % 
Trimetrical Classic, the Thousand Character Classic and Vhe Hundred 
Names. The Trimetrical Classic* was the primer with which many 
boys began their studies. The original was written in Sung times, ^ 
but by the Ch'irigTnany, different versions were in use. The-*ext 
consisl&d of approximately 356 lines of three characters each, 
and contained five hundred unique characters after repetitions 
are eliminated. Its famous opening lines present a basic Confu- 
cian tenet: "Men at their birth are naturally good. Their natures 
aYe much the same; their habits become widely different. If fool- 
ishly -there is no teaching, the nature will deteriorate." 29 The 
primer blended factual ancTtiistorical information with strictures 
' on the reciprocal obligations of parents arid sons, teachers and 
students, elders and juniors. \ / 

The oldest of the three primers, the^ Thousand Character Clas- 
sic, introduced one thousand characters/in 250 lines without re- 
peating a single character. This tour de force of writing resem- 
bled the Trimetrical Classic in content. /The third primer, the Hun- 
dred Names, consisted of four hundred family surnames, but since 
some were more than one characte^r in length, the book actually 
contained over four hundred characters. 30 

When put together, these three books provided the begin- 
ning student with knowledge o&about two thousand characters 
(eliminating repetitions) and 'constituted the vocabulary acquired 
by boys from elite families befiore enrolling in formal studies with 
tutor. The three* books werq/also used in village and charitable 
schools, where they could b^ read in a year. They were used not 
because they were entertaining— indeed, ttfe Hundred Names was 
merely a list— but becaustAhey introduced appropriate characters 
to beginning readers in convenient and compact form. 
/ , The three primersywere essentially collections of characters. 
Their use/ in the initial/phases of the elementary curriculum is ex- 
plained by one scholar as reflecting the nature of the Chinese 
language. Without an alphabet,, a child could not begin to read 
immediately; characters had to be learned one by one. In this 
first stage, emphasis was put on character recognition rather than 
complete comprehension, and reader interest was a secondary 
consideration. To begin teazling character recognition through 
whole sentences, thus improving thh content of early lessons, 
would expos^'the child \o many repetitions of characters but rel- 
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• atively few characters within a limited time spari. At the same 
* time, the content of the materials Would have suffered from the" 
restricted reading vocabulary^ the child had itoastered.-The use of 
the Thousand Character Classic The Trimetrical Classic, and the /iun- 
dred Names, made possible a "crash course" for learning a certain 
number of characters within a short period. The student was then 
equipped to handle materials, where content was important. 
' Similar considerations help explain why the reading and writ- 
ing lessons were separate. Chinese students did not write the 
characters- they^earne^ in the reading lessons^ but* used other ma- 
terials presenting very simple characters. -This ,wa£ T because* the 
characters in the three primers were of varying difficulty and had 
not been selected for simplicity of construction. To expect begin- 
ners to start with the texts of the three, primers would have made 
writing lessons quite difficult. Moreover, the initial pace of learn- 
ing to write was slower than the pace that could be achieved in 

r learning t6 read. At a Jater stage, progress in these arpas, and in 
Explication of texts, which was not emphasized in the ^arly les- 
sons, might be reversed. Traditional methods of reading and 
writing instruction thus recognized certain problems inherent in 
the nature of Chinese and compensated by presenting materials 

y in a sequence that shifted emphasis among the goals of reading, 
reading comprehension, and writing. 

After learning the first two thousand characters, at age seven 
.or so, a boy in an elite household was enrolled in formal studies 
- with a. tutof. He would begin study of the Four Books; the Ana- 
lects, the "Great Learning, Mendusi artd the Doctrine of 'the Mean. 
These would be followed by the Five Classics: the Book of Changes, 
the Book xff History, Bpok of Songs, Book of Rites?. .and the Spring and 
Autumn Annals. These texts were the heart of a Confucian educa- 

tion - 31 * ~ / M: * 

The lineage and charitabld^schgjfis sometimes modified this 
elite curriculum for their own purposes. Many taught students 
'who would not go on to study for the examinations. As one* 
writerLpoiWed out, "Farmers and the poor do not have far-reach- 
ing ambitiom>4jjey do not expect their sons to do more jthan sev-' 
eral hundred characters and roughly know the meanings." 32 
Very bright students might be pushed into advanced study, but 
for the most part, these schools were not classrooms for future 
degree holders.^* 

Modification of the elite curriculum came from another di- 
rection as well. The elite were exfrem^Iy interested in using 
schools as channels for ideological indoctrination: "\yhen a boy 
understands righteousness, he .can transform the elders of his 
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household, and can transform a neighborhood." 33 Yet the elite 
texts were not the most effective way to inculcate Confucian 
*values e into the children of the poor, who could not; spend the 
long years in study that so effectively indoctrinated the elite 
itself. The question was how to transmit Confucian values to the 
general populace in clear and simple terms within a relatively 
snort time. The Four Books and Five Classics were works of pro- 
found^pbilosophical import, written in difficult language and ex- 
pressing ^concepts that children could not be expected to under- 
s|a«4rNone of/these clashes was written for children or for spe- 
cific use as an elementary text. It is not surprising that when they 
were first studied, emphasis was put on memorization rather than 
oif understanding. Those who were concerned with moral indoc- 
trination saw the deficiencies of such books as primers. 

Since s^udy of the Four Books 1 was extremely slow, in sharp 
contrast to the brisk pace at which recognition of the first two 
thousand characters was taught, there was a need even in the 
elite curriculum for texts that would provide simpler readings to 
review characters^already learned as well as to teach facts and 
ethical principles. A wide range of books was'available to fill this 
need. Unlike the classics, they were generally written in simpler 
language, somejn the vernacular, tyany were organized into 
rhymed couplets or matching paired phrases that could be 
chanted and readily memorized. As a sthodl regulation observed, 
M These books are clear and easily understood so that ignorant 
people's children can all know the principles in them and. adopt 
these, in their conduct." 34 i 

Such books were^ often introduced iVito the school curricu- 
lum. They included texts like the Primer of Virtuous Men in the Past 
(Hsien-hsien hsiao-hsiieh), which presented role models for stu- 
dents to emulate; Children's Discourse (Hsiao-^erh yu), a popular 
work presenting proverbs in rhyme, many in the colloquial lan- 
guage^ Rhymed Primer (Hsiao-hsiieh yiin-yti), or the Rules for Youths 
(Tbtzu Kuei), a popular text that Was concise, had relatively few 
characters, and combined,catchy rhymes with simple text. 35 ^ 

Chinese classrooms also stressed explanation and repetition 
after the initial crash course in character recognition. "In elemen- 
tary education, it is most important to ([explain^ this method 
avoids learning without comprehension; when [tetfts], are ex- 
plained in detail, there will be benefits.*' 36 This emphasis on 
reading comprehension was a dominant theme in schools. 

First of all, as regulations for a lineage school pointed out, 
all books u^ed in the classroom should be punctuated and .care- 
fully written so that the characters were clear. This was necessary 
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because "there are^ree stages in reading books; to the mind, to 
the eyes, to the mouth. If 'it has not reached the mind, then the 
eyes^will not read with care. If the mind and eyes are not togeth- 
er, the recitation will be wild and it will not be retained, or if it is 
retained, it will not be for long." 37 The teacher must make sure 
that each character is clearly enunciated and the correct meaning 
understood: "In all recitations, whenever there is a doubtful 
point ... uh\e advantage of the opportunity 19 look into it. Make 
sure it is understood before letting it go. If it is not answered at 
once there is the worry of forgetting. It is best to write it down 
when it occu'rsyrin a book on doubtful points which students can 
use for explanations. 99 38 

Repetition was emphasized: "One rtiust read it over so many 
times that it naturally rises to the mouth, and will not be forgot- 
ten for a long time.'* 39 This called for regular review of materi- 
als. One regulation notes, "Take care that the readings are thor- 
oughly familiar, the meaning understood. Every morning explain 
the general meaning, have them [the students] repeat it; after 
three days have therti repeat it,*again, to see whether or not they 
remember." 40 

In writing lessons, students turned from learning to write 
characters to lessons on composition and style. They had to learn 
to write in the formal style (wen-yen) as opposed to the colloqui- 
al or vernacular style (pai-hua), which was not used for official or 
business communications in the Ch'ing period. One method used 
to bridge the gap between the written and vernacular styles was 
to assign students the task of rendering materials from one style 
to the other: "It is not necessary that they first compose; merely 
take One or two simple phrases and cause them to be lengthened 
or shortened*. Take characters ^hich have been taught and have 
them rendered iij the vernacular; or take" colloquial sayings and 
have these put into the literary style. Take wen-yen and have it put 
into colloquial language, or point out an object or incident to 
f write up." 41 ' 

The daily class schedule included a great df al of review, reci- 
tation, reading, and writing. One school's regulations state, "For 
each student, create a lesion book, QfftT a month; each day care- 
fully note in it the few characters to be learned, the few lines to 
be learned, the several pages to be reviewed the few characters 
in the 'regular style' to be written, and the several pages of text 
to be explained." 42 The class day began with a review of^previ- 
ous work. New reading lessons were .irjtffoduced in the mornings 
when tjiere would also be recitation. Lunch was folldwed by writ- 
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ing practice and lectures by the teacher, as well as by more read- 
ing instruction and review. ' " 

Lectures were ^ /mean* of providing mpral instruction. In' 
one school, the teacher was told to expound selected passages ' 
^ from morality books. He. should sit at a table wfrqre students^ 
\could gather around to lo,ok and listen: children like illustrated 
Hbdoks £nd while they, delight in the pictures, the moral of the 
itory-slips easily into the tar and the mind., In artother school; 
selected daily passages providing moral instruction were 'assigned 
as writing lessons. The .teacher took the best written example to 
paste, on the classroom walls. 43 ' • ^ - * 

Investigation of Chinese classroom methods' suggests that at " 
its best, teaching did ndt rely solely on memorization. Rote 
.memorization was 'especially important in th^ initial stages of' 
reading a text. Subsequent lessons went oVietf texts that had been 
memorized to emphasise^and ensure understanding, Both read-, 
ing and writing lessons used repetition interspersed with exer- a 
cises arid recitation. , • 

Classes were generally small. One lineage school noted that, 
44 £ince we are only hiring one teacher at present, we cannot have 
too many students; the number is fixed at terr" Another, which 
also limited classes to ten students, observed^aat 44 if> there are 
too many, the teacher will not be able to look after *them' all,. and 
the teaching will be ineffectual" 4 * In charitabld schools, classes 
seem to' have been larger. A survey of the avai&bie information 
shows, an; average of twenty-three students per class in these/ 
schools. 45. 

Each Ehild within a class was allowed to proceed at his own 
pace, and children of varying levels woulrf be seated within a, 
single classroom. We have vivid accounts by missionaries of the 
noisy sceqe that ensued since each student recited his own as- 
signment put -loud. As Smith wrote, 44 The consequence of so 
much roaring on the part of the scholars is that every Chinese 
schoplj^ems to an inexperienced foreigner like a bedlam." 46 
From ^he Chinese point of view, the advantage of this system. of 
individual lessons was that students who hajl been absent could, 
easily resume studies upon their return, ^choof schedules were: 
geared to local festivals. and agricultural demand for labo^In the 
twentieth century, when a modern school system basecjKon West- 
ern models, tried to replace the older educational system, these 
aspects of the. traditional school were identified by mar*y Chinese 
as assets and reasons for clingirig tcwhe old rather than ^spous- 
ing the new schools. 47 
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, The population of ni'neteenth-cenUiry, China ' can be- classified 

' • itito several groups in terms' of possession' of literacy skijjjs. At th 
V top oTthe society there were the fully literate, degree holders and 
* .j. officials! These were tfie Chinese literati, JJjeracy was fundamen- 
: ^ . to most raspects' of literati life ^rvd culture. The/education of 

r r, ' : . # sqn? ..was* mandatory for persons in this groupHxjr theYamilyV 
• prospects rested on the ability. of each generation to acquire ad- 
S ' vanced education and wiri.degrees and office. > 
j % i j, " Below the Jherati, there were men \vho had attended school 
for a few years. This group might include merchants, artisans, 
. , shopkeepers,, landlords, and -well-to-do peasants who tilled their 
0 * own land, as \vell as some priests and monks. Since most etemen- 
* ' tary. schools' followed the orthodox curriculum, these rmm had 
„ studied the Confucian classics, at least in a rudimentary w^ay. 
Siome' were forced to abandon their studies for want^of fund,^ 
'J others were sent to work for want of academic talent.' Whatever, 
"/ * the cause of tljeir interrupted education, persons in this group 
could probably read and write several thotisancj c^ara'ctei*s, 
enough to aid them in business and in land management! Aware 
of the value of educatipn, these men o tried, as their means permit- 
ted,.^ send one or more of their sons to school. While the ulti-! 
mate goal was success in. the civil service examinations,' these 
, men used their literacy to amass wealth in everyday, life. Along 
with the literati, this group supported the market for popular lit- 
erature of all kinds. iM 

Then there were others who attended school for shorter pe- 
riods, perhaps during the slack agricultural season. Unlike the 



{ 



previous group, these men were frequently not exposed t(Tthe 
orthodox elementary school curriculum. Their limited education ' 
did not provide sufTident basis for academic advancement. Their 
course of study provided mastery of probably orify a few hundred ' 
characters. This enabled them to keep simple accounts and cope 
with snfall .market transactions, but^ most probably consulted the 
more literate members v of their communities for help in complex 
^matters. /S ' ? ; 

Finally, there were the mayty nfien ahdf iyomeh Who were illit- 
erate. While their inability to read' and write left them at a disad- 
• vantage in Chinese society 4 , illiterates had access to information in 

written materials through their/ literaty relatives and friends. The/ 
-i literate culture that surrounded them was orally transmitted by; 
' recitations of storytellers b6th professional and , amateur or/ 
through the drama perfonmaji'ces staged at important religious 
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festivals in village and city, when heroes derived from Chinese 
history Rlayed out the important themes in Chinese culture. 
'Visits to* the periodic market, gossip with itinerant peddlers and 
with friends in the ubiquitous market teahouse provided even the 
rural dwellers with regular information about the world. outside 
his own villageALineage ties bound literate and illiterate kinsmeji 
together, as did.the enduring ties of native place and ancestral 
veneration. 

Nineteenth-century Chinese lived in a culture which required 
.written communications even at the level of popular religion, 
where requests for rain, personal aid, or foreknowledge frequent- 
ly took forms paralleling official communications within the bu- 
reaucracy. Divination, another popular religious activity, also fre- 
quently took written form. And it was the almanac that enjoyed 
the widest sale of all bo<^ks, because it provided not only climato- 
Jogical information for agriculture but magical guidance for daily 
life. 48 1 ' * 

The decorative element of Chinerfe writing also^penetrated 
deeply into all Social strata! Calligraphy was an art form favored 
by the literati, but everyone wrote or -purchased wrjtten couplets 
to adorn their, homes, particularly at the New Year. Characters 
were inscribed on windows, rocks, clothing, fans, snuff-bottles, 
tobacco-pouches and fan-casest characters ornamented cups, sau? 
cers, plates, chopsticks, teapots, incense-burners, and cabinets. 
The appreciation of Chinese characters as decorative elements 
thus extended into the mainstream of Chinese culture. 49 /And it 
is fair to say that there was virtually no aspect of Chirtesp culture, 
and no group within Chinese iociety that was not tgucfoed by 
writing. / . \) / . , 

^ Many of the conditions promoting literacy ^and/education in 
modern societies existed in. late imperial China" vThere was gov- 
ernment^ encouragement of education," recognition that it jvas a 
key element in promoting an orderly society,/and attempts to 
reach all groups within the society. Private motivation for educa- 
tion was high, reflecting widespread identification of education as 
the means of achieving upward mobility b6th in terms of entry 
into the bureaucracy and in terms of trade and local influence. 
Ch'ing society Was governed by a bureaucracy through detailed, - 
written regulations, so ordinary people/were aware of the signifi- 
cance of literacy as a necessary tool £6r coping witlr government 
and with a complex society. Because/ties to native place kept Chi- 
nese elites returning to rural villages, and since the elite curricu- 
lum was well defined, there jvas an integrated curriculum 
throughout the empire and a c^rnand for schooling in rural as 
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well as urban places. These factors ali played their part in pro- 
ducing the relatively high rates of pre-modern literacy prevailing 
in nineteenth-century China. 
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articles on Russian popular education, the Mir, and teachers before and 
after the Rei'olution. He is preparing a book on the late Imperial Russian 
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In this chapter. Professor Eklof revises tor understanding of popular 
education in the Russian countryside before tfiT Revolution by stressing its 
sources in the peasant effort to learn and use the skills needed to maintain 
an existing and vital rural culture. To support this argument, he draws 
heavily on survey material gathered by the Tsarist Ministry of Education, 

The hisiory of literacy and education in laic Imperial Russia is a 
largely uncharicd field, despite a fabulous abundance of sources. 
* There is, for example, no saiisfaciory hisiory of (he humble, rural 
primary school. It has been virtually ignored in favor of the sec* 
Monetary schools and univcrsiiics lhai were producing ihc radical 
^ulturc which allegedly led to die Revolution. Yd, a study of pri- 
mary schooling, its interaction with peasant culture, and its suc- 
cesses in developing reading, writing, and numeracy skills can 
make an important contribution to our understanding of the rela- 
tionship of formal education and functional literacy. At, the same 
time, this kind of study is closely linked to one of the major Con- 
cerns of late Imperial Russian historiography, the continued vital- 
ity! of the Russian peasant commune, which cjomtnated the lives 
of BO to 90 percent of the population. 

\ In 1864, three years after Alexander Ill's emancipation of 
the pcrfs, landmark legislation provided guidelines for the estab- 
lishment of primary schools in the Russian Empire and allowed 
^cons|dcrabIe private initiative in their construction and support. 
Othcfr legislation that same year established^ in thirty-four prov- 
inces^ local institutions of partial self-government called zemst- 
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vos. which, though democratic .illy elec ted, remained elite units 
dominated by landowning nobility. The zemstvos were eiiconr- 
•aged to look afK-r local needs and were given responsibility lor 
the primal) education of peasants under the jntisdictiou ol the 
MunMi v ol E/dii< atiou. 1 

r I 'mil the 1890s, however, and despite the l8tM legislation, 
elite support lor primary education was halting at best. Because 
/emstvo assemblies were dominated b\ the gentry, whose chil- 
dren were educated in existing urban schools or by tutors, they 
had no personal interest in educating peasant youth. To the con- 
trary, they showed strong vestiges of traditional elite hostility to 
niass'education even after the KmJncipation of the Serfs. More- 
over, considerable evidence suggests that, in order to launch a 
broad drive for peasant education, the gentry would have had to 
increase taxes on their own grossly under-assessed lands to levels 
like those at which peasants were taxed. Few were willing to do 
this, Instead, diey alleged that the peasants themselves were un- 
willing to vote funds for school construction, 3 

I he fact is. however, that a study ol basic schooling and lit- 
eracy suggests that before die" IHDOs. the main support for 
schools^ahd the spread of literacy came from the peasants, not 
from the elite zemstvos. In thc'half -century between the Kniaiui-j 
paiion and the Russian Revolution, peasants fought bard to 
shape schools and schooling to meet their perceived needs, 
which, by the turn of the century, often differed radically from 
the goals of progressive educators. Although historians some- 
times cite the large number of schools opened by the zemstvos in 
the first decades after the Kinancip^tion as evidence of their sin- 
cere commitment to education, the figures are deceptive. (The 
number of schools and enrollments did rise impressively between* 
IHBfi and" 18%, but in the late 1880s the peasants stfil paid 30 
percent of teachers 1 salaries and book costs and the full cost of 
facilities.) As late as 1893, only one out often schools was Wholly 
funded by zemstvos, And because /emstvo educational revenues 
were obtained largely from laud taxes based oh arbitrary assess- 
ments that forced a gixissly dispiopoitionatc share of the lax 
burden on the peasants, it can be said that peasants sponsored 
not only their own but [be gentry's education.' Furthermore, 
though zemsuos are credited with establishing a large number of 
schools before 1 890. 'many of these "new" schools were already 
existing but iiuoNicial (thus unrecorded) peasant schools merely 
taken over by zemstvos. 4 * 

Peasant support and development of their own schools lias 
been largely obscured not only by these views of the zcnist*o> 
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tolv, bni .dso bv attention paid to*a pioir.it ted and far-rcat lung 
snuggle among competing clues fnr control of the globing Mrt ~ 
Hoik i»l priman schools H\ ihr end nl the nineteenth crutuiv. 
thctc wcic imuc than thiiieen tvpes of ptufian st hools in ihr 
rinpiic, the tu.iifi nvah hn then control wcic the Mumliv of 

»ra!uiatinn and the IIol\ Svnod Separate local sc hool boaids 
were established to administer u hooK under these two branches 
of die government, .tiui Irom 1 8S I to 1 Sl> 4 imperial LiMir 
seemed to icm \s\\\\ the p.msh i.ulu'i than the secular schools. 
Yri. I)\ ihr beginning of l nc twentieth i eutut > . the sihooU uudei 
the Muiistrv of Kduc.itinn had gamed .in absolute ma|on(\ of c a ti- 
i oiled pupils, and Immd ih.it nine on their dominance \>.m as* 
mi red. \\\ MM I. the Mmisnv c onn oiled *)«>.!? percent of all 
schools ami tkS percent of enrolled pupils. 5 Of all the i1ir.il 
schools under ihr Mmistrv's control, the most cl\ ti.ttn ic ones. h\ 
this lime, wcie those run and sponsored bv the /emsivos. 

Nevertheless, although tin* /cmM\o> and other pnvatc 01 
scmipi ivalc institutions ueir ctnnuiagcd 10 fund and maintain 
schools .is \\ « • 1 1 as to hue tc.ichcis, the- Ministrv sought to main* 
tain f t>< lit control. Ihc cuiiimlum v\.ts sci downjhv ihc central 
government, teachers wet e subject to approval (or dismissal) h\ 
local inspectors, and a complex web of regulation* governed 
nearly even detail of sc hoof -affau s. Hie /cmstvo private" si hool 
offered tluee veais of instruction, gcneiallv hv a single teacher in 
a one-iooin si hnolliousc. The couisc of instruction included 

Nc.iding, willing. ,uid arithmetic a% well as Bible Mudv and 
Church Slavonic These schools wcic for .ill practical purposes 
terminal, hec.itisc. in cuder to continue his education, a peasant 
would have had to tiansfet to ihc M\ \eat uiban advaiued pn* 
maty school for another three veais of >lud> hefote he conhrhr 
adniittrcl to %ecotid.uv m hool 

Klite atiiiudes toward popular education changed cennider* 
ably in the |H ( MK and ^.ivr rapid n\r to a major commitment of 
new lunch and eneii»v hu ptiin.nv eclucation in the couutrwide, 
l bi> i baiiKC « -m he rxplaiuecl u) \m^v patt bv the %boc k wavei 
Kcnciated by the major (attune that hit much ol Ku%m.i in I81M- 
\V2 and hv die c han^in^ of ihr j^iatd after the death of Alexaiiclei 
III in 1891 The relief cfTcuis that followed the famine, whic h the 
prc-M viw (pel hap* iinpiMly) as ^ovrinment inepntude and caj. 
loiiMie**, hegan .i c|e< ade of widrspleacl .limitation for the exten- 
sion of political fieedortis Hie wave of political enet^v ciesied til 
the Revolution, of aftei wlm b it suhMcled, leaving .i 

shaken hut.mfact political siiuciuie 
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One demand upon which all forces^^eftned to agree was for 
universal primary education. In 1897 a Relegate to the Kharkov 
zemstvo said; * \ » 

Poverty and ignorance — here are the main reasons for all 
our ills. Which of these two sores is worse it is difficult to 
say, we are only sure that they are tightly and inseparably 
connected and .causally interdependent; we are poor because 
we iar.e ignorant, and ignorant because we are poor — how can 
v we Escape this vicious circle, which ill should we cure; first? 6 

The concern for public education became so widespread in 
the 1890s thatj&nr#llntent rates and per £apitV expenditures on 
education camfc to be regarded ,as the best measures of a foun- 
; try's strength- and the Wvel of civilization attained by Us people. 
-Relentlessjy the message'was driven home: If too much education 
was dangerous for the unsophisticated, too little education was 
dangerous for the nation's health. As in the West, the assumption 
that literacy and progress are identical became dogmas of pro- 
gressive'thought, but also reached deeply into conservative gov- 
ernmental circles. - ~" 

Now, as we shall see,, it' was. the zemstvQS that piounted the 
most sustained drive for education. The turning point clearly 
came in the period 1894-'97 when; after three decades, of grant- 
ing minimal attention to primary school concerns, the provincial 
zemstvos through the country actively took'up the cause. During 
these three years, twenty-four zemstvo assemblies took up the 
question of universal education; seventeen of these actually un- 
dertook systematic statistical work to determine the state of edu- 
cation in their provinces, and twenty set up special loan and 
grant funds for the construction of schools. An even clearer 
signal of their serious intent was the establishment of permanent 
school commissions in twenty-three provinces and school bureaus 
(by 1908 there were some nineteen) in nearly all the rest. By the 
end of the century, many provincial zemstvos had accepfed the^ 
^responsibility of offering loans and subsidies for the construction 
•wind maintenance of schools, for, supplements to teachers' sala- 
ries, for school libraries, and in some casesVfor school breakfasts* 
and night lodgings for pupils who otherwise could not attend 
school. In turn, the principle of free education, initially accepted 
by Moscow and only a few other provinces, was now nearly uni- 
versally recognized. 7 By 1911, in the thirty-four provinces where 
zemstvos operated, some forty-six thousand teachers were work- 
ing with just over 2 million rural schoolchildren. 
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. SCHOOLING AND MTKRAGY INJATK IMPKRIAL RUSSIA 

Now i^is ppssil^Lc to stef) back and inquire into thh causes t)f 
.this fundamental change in attitudes t throughout elite society', 
causes compelling enough to pronfpt'to immediate action apoci- 
ety fond of debate* and idle projects. Many historians have al- 
luded to the famine of 1891-92 as the explanation for the 1890s 
stepup in activity. '{The resulting "democratic movejnent," so the 
argument goes,* had to recruit the peasants into the ^trflfffglc 
against the tsar, and -die only way the peasant could participate 
intelligently in politics was if he were educated. * 

Certainly many who were politically active in Russia had 
learned from John Stuart Mill that basic education was prerequi- 
site tQ democracy, and there were even more who drew the same 
Ipsson from the writings *of Jules Simon, a»popular if sententious^ 
contemporary French educator. It is at least partly true that the 
, zemstvos "appiroached the problem of elementary education i{\ 
the spirit of nirieteenth-ceptury European liberalism." 8 Still, it is 
hard tp read the journals and conference papers of the day with- 
out coming away with the impression that other, more powerful 
forces were at work. In fact, what was emerging was a confluence 
of forces promoting general education as a solution td the core 
of problems we often associate with the transitional phases of 
modernization. Some saw the problem as one of labor productiv- 
ity and lalS&r discipline; some perceived it as one of agricultural 
output and techniques. Still others believed .that onlyJiterate ^con- 
scripts coiild efficiently handle rnodern weapons and fight 
m odern wars. An article on elementary education in the prestig- 
ious Brokgaus-Efron Encyclopedia stated. boldly that it was Prus- 
sia's devastating victories over 'Austria (1866) and France (1.370) 
and the widespread belief that "the Prussian schoolteacher was 
responsible for the victory at Sedan" which helped push through 
the English school reforms of 1870 and contributed to the pas^ 
sage of the 1874 Military Statute in Russia. 

This thought remained in the minds of educators in the early 
twentieth century. The Popular Encyclopedia, published by Russia's 
magnate of the popular press, Sytin, for the new reader, stated in 
the introduction to the volume on education that Japan in 190,4 
had five; times as many teachers *for every hundred people as 
Russia did and concluded: "from these figures it is clear why the 
'Asiatics' defeated us: they are better educated than us!" 9 

In the 1890s, both zemstvo and government expenditures 
for education rose sharply, relieving the peasants of the* fieaviesj .. 
t- burden for building and maintaining schools. Between 1894 andw 
1914,^mstvo outlays for primary education rose from 7.7 mil/ 
H6n4o 104.7 million, rubles. And government expenditures rose 
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from 1 or 2 percent of the, budget in t|ic mid-nineteenth century 
• to mpre than 7 percent by 19M.^ Almost half of the Central gov- v 
crnmeilt's. education budget went to primary education, In ^ all*,, 
the government spent 61,460,000 rubles building schools and an 
other 54,900,000 rubles subsidizing existing zemstvo schools; be-^ 
twecn 190^ and 1915, The shift in emphasis from secondary t<vfo 
primary education came at the same time that the total budget of** 
the Ministry of Education was expanding rapidly and signaled an 
important change in official attitudes and strategies, 10 Yet, de- 
T spite this investment, Russia, in 1910, lagged far behind western 
Europe in percentage of the eligible population enrolled in pri- 
mary schooling and in outlay per pupil (see Table 1).^ 

Clearly, local and federal governments had launched an . 
enormous campaign to spread primary education and, except for 
WWI; would have reached the overwhelming majority of school- 
age children in the Empire within twenty-five years. What should 
not be forgotten, however, is that, before the political and eco- 
nomic changes of the 1890s, progress in primary education was 
largely the result of efforts by,peasant communities. 

Now it is possible to examine the actual successes of the 
"Russian school system before 1914 and to attempt to gauge peas- 
ant response to formal education, The study of the impact of 
formal schooling upon a community actually involves a cluster of 
problems. The most basic — ajid problematic — is the impact of lit- 
eracy upon the mind. In this context, scholars have recently em- 
phasized the existence of various stages of literacy, each marked 
by a different set of limiting abilities, That is, learning to read 
must be distinguished from learning from reading, rote recitation 
of familiar texts from reading with comprehension. 11 Reflecting 
the concerns of Russian primary schools, most government sur- ? 
ve.ys in the last decades before the First World War tried to 
gauge only the most basic levels of literacy, involving either rote 
recitation or the ability to sign one's name. These studies, and 
official records registering the number of schools and the rate of 
enrollment of school-age children, provide us with data on the 
literacy achievement as well as the limitations of Russian primary 
schooling. 

An examination of this data shows that the ratio of enrolled 
to eligible school age children rose impressively during the last 
half-century before World War I. By 1915, 51 percent of all 
school-age children were enrolled in publicly supported schools. 
But other data on early withdrawals and the length of school at- 
tendance suggest that the child's contact with the school environ- 
ment and the teacher was hardly long enough to promote a high 
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degree of literacy and . to complete the normal three-year pro- 
gram. After the 1 890s. nnost provinces considered only eight- to 
j(Jeven-year-olds (as opposed to scfVcn : to thirteen-year-olds) eli- 
gible, and the law of 1908 |>rovidii*g funds for zemstvo schools to 

I Accelerate the drive for universal enrollment required that those 
districts rccciymg funds also accept this more modest definition 
of eligibility. The proportion attending a school varied drastically 
frpn]'pn)viiice to province l **(scc Table 2). 

■ % . • . Nonetheless, our findings lead us to believe that perhaps two 
out of every three army recruits, three out of four residents in St. 
Petersburg, and with regional variations, one or two out of ten 
women m the countryside could "read"— that is, could recite a 
familiar text — or could affix their signature to a document. We 
know from zemstvo, military, and government surveys that these 
people "were able to form the letters of their own signature, or 
to link sets of letters with the* corresponding parts of spoken 
words." For knowledge about what proportion possessed the 
"ability to understand an unfamiliar text . , . transferable learn- 
ing, generalized understanding, or reasoning skills," 13 we must 
turn to other sources. One, in particular, responds specifically to 

\ our questions about the extent to vvhich higher levels of literacy 
skills had been reached. 
\ Until 1906, the armed forces^ofTered reduced terms of serv- 
ice for those recruits who met certain educational qualifications. 
For recruits who had completed the basic three- years of primary 
school and passed the certifying examinations offered at the end 
of three years, the terifi of service was reduced from six to four 
years. There can be no question that successful completion of the 
examinations indicated that the testee had achieved the stage of 
comprehensive literacy, for the regulations stipulated that: 

A-canditlate must ... be able to read fluently, .correctly, and 
intelligently a narrative or descriptive passage from an 
unseen book in the Russian or Slavonic character, and to re- 
produce the subject matter jn response to questions: must 
write from dictation correctly and with due regard to punctu- 
ation, and be able to read manuscript: must work common 
problems in the four primary rules of arithmetic, and show a 
knowledge of Russian weights and measures, coinage, and 
divisions of time. 14 

The portion able to read and answer questions "from an 
unseen book,' \ to take one of the examination criteria, was very 
low, despite me remarkable rise in primary school enrollments. 
Within the entire Russian Empire, the portion registered as Tunc- 
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tioniug at tha| level remained below one in ten (see TMlyti)* 
The portion of retrfrits who qualified for reduced term* jjrirougli 
examination success was far lower than Ihe portion polled rn 
schools Jbut cam^ close to representing those who had had a full 
three grades of instruction, 

One explanation for the low literacy achievement registered 
in the mifitary examinations must lie in the school experience of 
the majority of the rural conscripts. Our data indicate that few of, 
those enrolled in primary schools actually remained there for a 
minimum of three years. In Moscow (the province, not the city), 
for example, fewer than two in five of those actually enrolled in 
schools entered the third grade. Even with the spectacular rise in 
enrollments (from 53 to 82 percent of the eight-to-elcven age 
group) which took place in Moscow province in the last decade 
before the war— only 10 percent of the school-age population 
(eight to eleven) managed to complete the meager thrCc-ycar 
program. The figures for Moscow, despite the considerable re- 
sources devoted by that province to primary education, were sur- 
prisingly typical of the pattern in the other zemstvo provinces. In 
Moscow— by 19,14, the leading province in Russia in per capita 
outlays on elementary schools— the distribution of students by 
grade remained virtually the same ^s in 1896 15 (see Table 4). 

For the bulk of the school-age population, elementary educa- 
tion consisted of a little over two years of schooling (a little lbss 
for girls than boys) in TlWses which held from forty to sixty 
pupils. Those who enrolled had very irregular attendance pat- 
terns. Many students arrived at school some "two months late, 
after the harvest was in, and left early to help with the spring 
planting, while others couldn't brave the elements of winter — 
either because of the distance they had to travel or lack of warm 
clothing. It is hard to imagine how teachers, who had to coordi- 
nate the activities of three grades simultaneously in the same 
physical setting, also succeeded in integrating the late-comers 
and early leavers. Although the school year nominally lasted be- 
tween 140 and 170 days (from September to May in the indus^ 
trial provinces, from October to April in the agricultural prov- 
inces), the teacher seldom had more than four of five months to 
work with irfo^ students. Whatever thgjrase, it is clear that most 
"enrolled" pildren spent not three years, but one or two se- 
quences of i\ve to six months in the rural school— with six-month 
intervals between, in which toTorget everything they learned! 16 

Why did parents 1 take their children out of school? During 
the 1890s, studies conducted in several provinces left little doubt 
that economic conditions prevented a large percentage of the 
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population from attending even (lie exulting schools, These stud-, 
ies established a direct ton elation/ between school attendance 
and the size of family land and livestock holdings, ;nul they dem- 
onstrated that, up to (Hi percent of all early withdrawals were 
prompted by reasons "of a purely economic aajyrt\ M In a highly 
influential study oK Kherson province, N, Borisov wrote- that M the 
poorest peasant households, which have no laud under crops, 
make only infrequent use of the schools," 17 

The importance of economic factors in promoting or Hunting 
school-based literacy was, also .shown in independent studies else- 
where. In 1893 I, P. Bogolepov, the renowned educator, statisti- 
cian, and zemstvo employee, with the help of a teairTbf trained, 
fieldworkers, carried out a study of eight hundred villages -in-two 
districts that were as different as night and day in population 
density, communications networks, local employment and— per- 
haps most interesting*— amount of money per capita allocated by 
the local zcitistvo to primary education. Bogolepov, after a de- 
tailed study of enrollment figurcs.-and withdrawal rates in the two 
districts, came to the surprising conclusion that despite the dif- 
ferences in wealth and geographic location, the two school sys- 
tems ty\d many negative features in common: 

, . , although the reasons for non-attendance in. the two dis- 
tricts are multiple, the statisitical evidence on hand uncovers 
, : ,the highly significant fact that the most common and overrid- • 
ing cause is one and the same for the relatively fortunate 
Moscow district and the completely destitute Mbzaisk district 
. . . there can be no doubt that the prevalent cause of illiter- 
acy among childfen of school age is to be found in economic 
conditions — poverty in all its aspects, 18 

One obstacle to regular attendance common to both areas 
was illness. Given the primitive sanitary conditions^ in rural 
Russia, children were often, too feeble to make the daily trip to 
school. Moreover, the school itself was a place where contagious 
diseases could be transmitted from one household to the next, 
and parents were often reluctant to send their children to such 
centers of disease. This was particularly true where the school 
buildings were maintained by the peasant commune rather than 
by zemstvo subsidies, and where heavy overcrowding and overuse 
increased the incidence of disease. 19 

In reality, the relationship between "economic conditions" 
and school attendance was complex. Although periods of indus- 
trial boom drew children out of the schools for employment, by 
the first decade of the twentieth century only a small fraction of 
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the schoohagt population (8 10 | pertem) worked in fyctoriVs; 
and most of those taking factory johfi clicl not do so untilithey 
were fourteen or fifteen. Certainly larin%vork and employment in 
local cottage industries, more tliaii work in factories, competed 
with the schools for dicYJwd's lime, 110 find il is reasonably clear 
that parents carried out rude calculation* of the opportunity cast 
of educatum. How much [lw family would gain by a continued I 
education wtro**ct against die likely loss in labor or culling*. In 
many cases, family would send only buc child to school, esti- 
mating diat one literate member was enough to serve. 1 tjie family's 
needs. A second would he sent to the factories, and die remain- 
ing Children would stay home to tend the farm and v$>rk in local 
cottage industries, ^j 1 

Because htmilics tended to think of schooling it/ terms of the 
needs of the entire household, parents seemed to tivl that while 
literacy and numeracy were essential skills, a complete elemen- 
tary education might "ruin" their child, The inye^niau in such 
an education woukl quite likely be lost to'ilic fun^iy^^^^^Jm- 
tercd" child would be rr^ore likely than not to ; leave;d}^*v1nirg^ 
for an administrative or clerical job. There is> miicii^vidence to 
suggest that while peasants recognized the tremendous impor- 
tance of literacy and numeracy for material success m a world in- 
creasingly crowded with written instructions, correspondence, 
mathematical computations, and money exchange, they also 
chose to limit the exposure of their children to the school 
system, 

The very mixed sentiments of the peasantry on the subject 
of schooling arc not easily quantifiable, bjit they run like threads 
through the frequent reports sent by local correspondents (often 
teachers) to the zemstvo educational bureaus., Here is a sample: 

Even the poor peasant makes sure that his sons are liter- 
ate, for today an illiterate wouldn't even be given a job as a 
dvornik [doorman] . . , but many children don't wait until the 
final exams . ..the parents take them out [of school] saying 
"wc have no need of an examination, our children won't be 
clerks," 

The peasants in our regions are engaged in a brisk trade 
and acutely feel the need for literacy, Every family keeps up 
a cottage industry, and the account books must be main- 
tained . . . the demand made of the school, incidentally, is 
minimal^ that "the boy can read a bit,*' make out a, letter, 
"write a note," this explains why few pupils reach the senior 
division yand why, as soon as they can read and write freely, 
they leave the schools, " * * 
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/ '-^p k ' " U * SCN tlcst'Optioui also suggest why the parents .of many 
schoolchildren were often impatient with and suspicious 
;^.;^>r M pn)gie.vMve M readers and primers introduced alter 1900, that 

^fr n;,( ' c °' ''"^ lil ' c? * ' nr ,ciU " n K lesHonn. Many pcas- 

<wj ants frowned on the stories uic^ in these primers, tailing them 
"entertainment, ;» waste of time, and frivolous." The emphasis 
•/ was upon utility; lime is njoiiey, the mu/.hik seemed to say. "You 
can learn ska'zki (talcs) without knowing how to read— b^ter to 
spend your time learning something useful." 88 Ushiusky's tales 
/of Animals so irritated many parents that they refused to let their 
children do the assigned homework. 
/ ^ Indeed a lAajor point of controversy between educators ^nd 
y the olficial bureaucracy at the turn of the century was the 1897 
;/ Model Program adopted by the Ministry of Education, which lim- 
ited the curriculum of the elementary school to basic reading, 
writing, arithmetic, -Church Slavonic, and Bible lessons. While 
progressive educators wanted to include geography, history, and 
natural science as formal courses and rid the schools of what they 
saw as the turgid and scholastic textbooks recommended by the 
Ministry of Education, parents seemed to be indifferent or even 
to prefer tlip^modcl program. In Perm, local correspondents to 
the zemstvo, when asked if the peasants were happy with tl\c "ex- 
isting organisation of the schools," reported overwhelmingly 
(78.6 percent) in the affirmative; another 7.1 percent reported in- 
difference, and only 14.3 percent noted dissatisfaction, In those 
instances where dissatisfaction was observed, ( this was often 
linked with regressive illiteracy: the child soon lost the meager 
skills he had acquired and was unable to compose a letter, under- 
stand written documents, or read out loud to his family. Peasants, 
however, did not blame the official curriculum for this slippage; 
instead they complained that their children soon forgot the basics 
because the schools "spent time on trifles [izlishye] on stories 
about pigs or dogs," and taught "songs and fairy tales." 23 

The course content of privately organized peasant primary 
^schools in the villages, very numerous in some provinces, offers 
"indirect confirmation of this argument. Since parents paid indi- 
vidually to keep their children in these schools, and these schools 
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Kenerally remained* lire o| Mi|>rrvi<iinn, had u direct niiy in 
iht* hook?* n*ed unci the subjects taught, An extensive itudy ol 
these schools tarried out in Tver pniviiu'tr in reHH showed that 
out ol' every it* n teiuliers, lour hud no formal education and loin 
others, had been educated only in /euntvo or parish primary 
school, The curriculum was dm dorr likely 10 follow the basic 
program advanced hy the ministry, From a smdy of another dW* 
iriri in the same province, it is clear that the textbooks were gen* 
erally limited to ARC books, breviaries, and psalters. M * It would 
be wrong, however, to infer that parents actually chose religious 
over secular hooks, for die Holy Synod woiked actively to spread 
religious works to the countryside and often subsidized their 
<c ost, . 



Peasant attitudes toward education lor their children were 
ar from uniform. When asked what specific benefits peasants saw 
in education, the Perm correspondents presented ;i surprising va- 
riety of answers: 36 

Peasant's reasons for sending a child to school 

(77* anwns) /WhJ 

tfttson 

l iteracy regarded uevessary lor everyday life to compose ami lead 

documents, keep records, etc , 21.4 

hducation as a "cultural broadening" |H.l 

Military benefits | 0t fl 

Literacy considered necessary to fulfill elective communal obligations 

ami lor various other public allairs , 16.6 

Literacy brings material advantages 

Literacy neccsssary to satisfy religious needs and duties is ^ .». 7.7 

(General utility of literacy ....« 4 8 

The table tells us -that a large majority of peasants found the 
ability to read and write necessary simply to eppe with life at the 
turn of the century. Thus, the utility of education was seen as 
much in terms of survival as advancement. The table also sug- 
gests, we must admit, that there were families in the countryside 
who saw the achievement of "culture'* as an end in itself and 
were apparently not afraid of the effect of tbis culture on"<heir 
children, That said, it should be noted that less than one-fifth of 
those surveyed were placed in this category.. • ( 

Finally, the table suggests how little importance religion per 
se had in promoting literacy. Compared to the Protestant, coun- 
tries, where the call to draw inspiration directly from the* Bible 
was at one time perhaps the single most important reason for 
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widespread popular liienuy. in KussM.iheie wa* link oil no ton* 
ijrtUon between* literacy and the irltHioiu impulse (with the 
*iajor mr|iiinn ol iln* Old Hrhrvrr*) ^Certainly the lac i iImi the 
Oiilmdn* Hible continued in he primed in Old Church Slavonic 
raiher Own modem Russian <li*t our a«r<l the e»iahli*}iirieui of 
sutli a link, 

• Th* (lou'UjV^tu utilitaiiau row mi lot education uiuoug the 
peasantry, however, generated little interest in t*«|ii(%tiiiig giil* 

Why should we teath our girls, ask the peasant* They 
Weill*! be taken u> soldieis; not as cleiks in i lie* More*, 
They'ie lOo busy lo read hook*. On weekdays, they Woik a! 

heuvyJubuj^ideLi^ 

the Woods or in the garden, I hry have an equal amount of 
work wailing lor ilieui at home, preparing meal* (or the 
family, lending ihc Ymile, taking care ol the family and 
sewing iht* clothing. On holidays, they ate husiei than 
ever! att 

frequent references 10 prevailing mores, in tun answers 
such as ne fmnuito, ne tavtdmo or even mody net* (all meaning 
roughly "iha! isn't the way it's doue M ) reflect the fact that at least 
as late a« the 18W)s literacy was not seen as appropriate? for girls, 
The family was concerned primarily with marrying the daughter 
off and, as one peasant sardonically noted, literacy was not con- 
sidered a notable addition to the dowr>\ Another provided a 
simple explanation ol a .fj^^ntioii. of opportunity tost— "II you 
send the girl to school, you spend money; if you don't— she 
brings money home! 4 ' [obwhat* dexwhku. vtachtt raskhodovat'sia, ne 
obuchat'-poluchat 1 baryth\] There were even reports (hat if a girl 
were sent to school, the neighbors and even the village elder 
might accuse the parents of shirking the communal tax burden 
and impose a supplementary tax* or nakidka, on the unfortunates. 
Bogolepov indicated that it was those familic&or villages engaged 
exclusively in agriculture which objected most strongly to the 
education of girls. The utility of education was seen in terms of 
the ability to keep accounts, read letters, and recite from the 
prayer book, and when the head of the family (or boishak) was 
home throughout the year there was no need or reason for the 
peasant woman lo read. 

When peasants saw a specific use value for the family in edu- 
cating one or all of their children, they were prepared to make 
sacrifices to that end. By the turn of the century it was generally 
accepted that in order to function in society males simply had lo 
be able lo read and write. Despite the general peasant prejudice 
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Utf40nl ifMMlf rdtK4lio||, Oil* W4* Mil** til Hp^vilU 14**1 fill gjiU, 
|0O, |MIIMuU«ly wljeu the |Mlibl)4Mi| W4* ^*W4V |uf J**^ month* Ml" 

mow winking in ilie factories or wlj*ttv*ccuuiii lificiku had m lir 
kept. The orientation of (itu education wa* piai Meed It teem* 
dear thai the p^aianu— at least the ,parenu*^did not agree wiih 
ihe basic tenet of Rmtian progressive education;* ThU leiWt, 
Maictl IiiM tiy hioijov id ilit* I860* and reaffirmed iu an iulluen* 
iu\ aiiule by lUutakuv in the IHIM)*, wa* thai education'* purpoie* 
wa» |o prepare the Mudenl lor life rather than lor a trade , The 
peasant* wanted theii thihhen to bring useful tool* away from 
tin* mIiooU, and felt ihry could piep^rr ihrir own i tuhlirti for 
\\\r 4 thank >uii! 

Basic numeracy was aI*o a concern of both die peasantry and 
the uhonlv Auotdmg in /etmtvo Mudie* carried out between 
I KM and IU0O ihe primary schools *pcnt five hour* a week on 
arithmetic. Ii 1* 1101 difficult 10 find out what ihe irachrr was ex- 
pet ic*cl to put across, for the examination conferring rrducrd 
terms «if iuiIujii v service was very *p^if?^m it* demands. "Itic ex* 
amine? had Jo know "die first four functions (addition, subtrac- 
tion, multiplication, division) and he able* to apply ihis knowledge 
to simple practical task* encountered in everyday lift*/ 1 lie wa* 
also required to "have a clear uoiinit" of Russian measures of 
length, weight, tvme. of liquid and dry substances, and of rnoue* 
larv units/* Model lesson plain to accomplish these task* in the 
prinury grades have also been preserved. M I 

Basic mathematics instruction in. the village, however, was a 
complicated matter for the peasantry. Traditionally, the Russian 
peasant had little use lor ollicial weights and measures, relying 
instead on local system* of calculation." 'For example, when the 
peasant spoke of his laud, he seldom talked in terms of linear or 
square measurements. Instead, he referred to the number of 
share* he held, a share being a proportion of the communal laud, 
determined by the number of able-bodied workers or mouths to 
feed (edok%) in the village. Fields were divided into tuhastki and 
iarusy measured by sticks* and uneven strips were further divided 
into klmy, kortyl'ki. iamerk\> oisekx, shinnku platuski— terms designate 
ing a specific contour and land quality but having no absolute 
measurable value. This peasant stick (variously called kolvrm'ka, 
shag, and IWe no correspondence to the official unit of 

measurement, the miAm or desiaiina.** For the vast majority of 
students, the units of measurement (aught in the school were not 
those they encountered in everyday life. 

What were die peasants learning in the school system? If we 
are to believe the numerous alarms sounded in the press, regres- 
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llltlei<*tl W4» 4 fc«lde»|Mf4d (>ht MMH»r lUMi, a||d M l*Mt iltl 

iUHUIHMt Mi m***i gtadtMlf* "I ill** |M MII4I V hIiuuIb w|hi; IrM >r4l* 
Mlri 4 toiitd noi^irad 4 btoid and tould I141 eh »lg0 lUrii tibii 
IMiiiri lilt ilUMM uilUMtf* • *t »t»r *>aUr|H* ttcte IMluiatlt ht^tiHrt) 

upon gmmimmt iiurrU'iriue and ngtrt control m>T k omentum 
Howrtri, i|umm){ l he IMlHh, a iiuiuhn ol tr*u o! giiiduair* 
mI ihr /fiihho ithnoU ^r«r tumrd out ih 411 r(t«MI Im liiruBiMt* 
ihr degirf * tl IrirulUui U\r In If 11 ^rai* altrt * umpiring ihr 
uhuni pio^iaill Mir lest* fcrir iiul i Ool dlfMted, »uMM* Wr|t* tal- 
lied (»iu ihi ttugli ilir M141I, uihri»*h> *pettal leaiu* ol li»|*et lot*, 
and Mil) olhrl's liV individual Iru* hri » Netrtr4ie|r»», ihr ttodenU 
te»led lUMIllirird ill ihr tl»u»p 4lld », and lilt* jeMill* *rtr *OlpU* 
nigh inuloiui 444 CoadtMie* of ihr olmoU, and r\rn ihmr who 
did uni |iiu»h, were training l«# lead, and ii||rn v» $ih ioitipirhn|- 
O011 fSifttrntunl \ ihr ahihu to noitr <i»ijriih. W4» liJldri hi f utci 
among Im mri ptiptU 

In mam arras, thrfr weir lepoili llul iraduiK sprrd and 
iniupietiffDinil had lilipfotrd sintr tftadualioti. iirjiU rvriy* 
where pllliiaiV xhtml giaduair* had lilllc* dlllitultt HI trading 
simple irif\ out luiiil and ir%i4iuig diem ut^lh m dim own 

*Wotdv Krlriilinii m| (tlilMitl SjaVOlik W4* »4li*f4t lt*l> , pefliapt 
because the gospel 4iid |^ulf ri * weir turtprlisitr and Widcl) iih 
dilated Ahthis Id <aiiv out omplr'uuih calculations vatird ton* 
^Mclriabb fintll tegtoil In legion Ksmwlieie die I»i*es| stole* 
writ* given tut fit W*. ni composition* whal %%as being tested, 
hnweser. v%a\ logjial sequence ol ihtiu^hl and Mvlt\ H*»l iiitlinirn- 
l.n\ uiiiin^ In ihr diir >\Ui\\ *hrrr mir 1 n idiviilti vi4% lr%lrd, it 
luiuid 1 1 Kit niih IV 1 mil «il nuild im longer u r iir limplr 

»*riilrmr> tn >||*»i|, 4^(iidinj» |o iht r u- *tit\r>v ^t4tllUin »il 
/riu%u«i mIkmiU Im»I Ir.mird how m tr.id, wiMr, ,ttu\ cuunl. 4tid 
v%nr frl.mung lliti^r skil|>. 

Dr^pitr ihr finding that lliml o| ihr ^thtiol .itlu.it roiild 
write simple sentence**, *t>mr I«hj| nlildio inn tnnrdf *rru>in 
prohlrttu "with iprlluig jitd graiiuiier. A Kurd °f ?VfCI 

formrr pupiU showed th.it Vj pritrnt Kiuld not *^ll thnr ouh 
inline ctnrettlv. In %i\ to ^r\rn line** o| TRN^iAfti, iniptoprr 
know lrtlgr of word houndat ir^ W4i nhierved in bO pen nil o! ihr 
simple, wont di%t«Miion in 29 pruriit, oini^-*uiu ol hard or *oh 
Mgn^ in .HI perieni. By lar. ihr worst 41 va w,h with the mfuiv 
cLint Clhurch SI,i\onir element in the (>rihogruphir»il system, 
such as the lellcr which M perceni ol the pupils used mc or- 
rcrlly. I hi* letter and h.ird which caused so much trouble, 
were eliminated with the orthographic reform* of 1917 (the hard 

)n\ was dropped at ihc ends of words, but retained mediallv); 
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wticil.U iHij»t>4t4Ht jirfir U liui ifu-»r ktuohtniuttt J* wti* o! fctllr 
Ml trifetiitU iHt|hJil4fWV ttUlolUtai MUl (w 4 tlgii lit )hr 

}tr|»i»|eiU r of Iih 4I itiaUtu diitt the high jr*rl *i| MMj*H*prf woitl 
»f)i4f*llon >u^rjt> a low drgirr oj lauulianu fciih thrjbHllru 
w*»ni Ih'^ir^rti mi *0 Mi *?* pmrHl Ml ihr §a*r* fcrir ihr 

WfillrM i«OHj**uU*w|ii ^i*^U failing gl4itr» <Mii| jutlgt «t fisi|«f 4lllr ii- 
i hitohrinti * 4 

I hr prUUOal iiih^imliiih &i| f»Nr nJUMl'M, who hii) f 
kfiowhjgi ol too* ifiiOoit tlwo a^Ui iihut at 4iu| two OolnXHali 
0*0 4 apatl »*? fuc U ji5 jOmiiir» )|||t)|rf »|j|l|iuM to* thr at go 
Jttr||| itui ||ir »*hi<"U Wr|< lining t|lcO ju|*--t| jut* W 4» Ml 

Ir'ii h ihr tia»#t 5 y 

tttaililalr* * *f *hr pohht uhtH*U air at>|r in ir*iir |»> hrait 
ihr isiiitl tounjiooh Utcil jifjyrt*^ Liit kuowjrtigr of itir <r%t 
i» trhlutH at « nii>f 'alilrj h* thr ahiht) |u (rtrll ihr MMiirm ill 
r^rtuia* tali£tM£r, thr* atr able Im #or 4 k*$rf r%|fcO»iUoit *4 
ihr mailt r*c|K* litiiu (he 0|i| ami New toUmrtUv thr> 
ha*r iiu»lrtri| thr toff at the O*tht*<jok iritur ami ihr 
l'4)lt tii!Ur|»U ot |(ir Ouliiai,^ t airt llitllt; lltl * Utt 4IIUHOU* 
to thr 4»^iftul4lMMI t lM a* itu* i% ptmthlr toi thtldfrii agrd 
r\r\rU in (JitnrOI. nf |hr Im*H flPgtiM* ol Oflhwlo* ir*ttv 
|tlj* ; aiul i»f|U |4tch to * ttMHftOMl £M*p understanding 
it! thr foundation* <d tlilDIUli ntotahu; iti gritr!*). *|tr rtl«i* 

* al »ntr ol 1 lirofuiim u jMHutv .mumble! h\ tiiHintu m 

(KM |MWUn )ilt>Hih. i|| ihrH Hltijr tm»«MI^ llirlf 4(lrilMNf| ti 
i«Mn|»trff)\ liVrftrii «M» ihr IjiIiuI, fMU4l'4lf(| tiotfMUOt 
Mir ^Ij'IiuIC) 1 ait trail 111 ClhtUih Slj\i»im ihr tUi? 

luuh jM^*4j(rt ill ihr (*t»i|>rl% Mil ytu\n\r 4 lire |f atislaliiiii 
into tuitttrru Kumuii I hrs tail hrr|> jikI rj*ih trail f r t>Vt* 
\ 4iitlu»li»i*ir* (in Hii*\u«l) til tiiil4t*lr 1 nnlrnl, ( if ju^utfr* 
jftiiitt 4ti\ 1hk»K in ihr uhuo! hi>r4i> < 4rul <at» pjmnlr 411 014! 
V*^f millrit r^|Mi«Uiott, ihr\ *4H tJkic 4 Uttri tiitlali«i|i Itotti thr 
irathrr. tlgjitn «»( MMUhlr ii»fi(rrii. in tfic lati4>n or Hniirii r%« 
|Mnitu»ii lhr% c|i«|i|4> Uic* 4hiIi!V Iti 4%uui j*r»»n (r 4(iv^rr)itntu 
ol ihr miIcm «i| oiiho^raplo In 4iitfimrtji l ihry^ir jfilr In 
i4MV Mill all I lie* tun« liutM with V4fuh|r% 4* nrll 4* mmtrsali 
«>l 4iiv iiM^iuluiIr 4»ul in inlvr |itohtrnii mitt itirir wuttirf 4I* 
on juprf. ofullv, ihr* 44M ioUr pit|hlrnt% u^tii^ all Imlr lutH- 
liotn Hith ounil>rn tip Co 4 lltotMalul a> 

Of touMf. the hij»j{r^i ^horttomutg of Oir^r inn wji lhai 
ihr\ rMtttiitrd lm\\ gt4ciu4irn ol ihr %ihi>oU who tu»d b> 'deftm- 
iion toiriplrirtl ihrrunrr pfo^ram. At know, rrprrtrmrtl 
only * small fradton of enrolled pupils; ohviou*l> rr^Tr^^nr illn- 
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ii* MUM? VMUmjUt % is i % i r itjrtttlti *i 

^cM» * »%H»Kl |*r MiU* h tii^ticf <%tti"*t£ ihr m ^& i f |r thw|*><ot> t\ i> HUV 
thai Oii r*Utt*tw{ (t.utaiwt * hu »wii««t a hlriWiii iii Itit MHthU) 
»Ulr ilaiMixii ihii h* m<hM uiih, «hiliiifii iii u-<juJ »*i ihirr 
MivMilio t«ut hi <*Uw iiwiiitl a high ih^*<r ,.| iv£i«*>Mv tUHriJc* 
4mUii£ ItJHUti MtuhiiU iU hi* ^h<LK#| ,\t U«> U*i«; thr %jtt«:*ii*^) t>* 
iviraU>Hi «*l *«hi*t*J Uatiiifig h> *tir HiUt «t»tti*r tt*»*f>ftii{» ttiiii* 
iriitiiii »h^uhl iuU uh*,iU* ihr f*t«iit th*i ihr >• haul 

|**w£**§U it th>tgttrti *<lfcim£ *lith *huh ihr J^r** . 
*iit» iicc>if t$ l ij t*lr. lh* uiIi*tt^UuH uUuit vjoaj^jHr Jiv.l 

riUiith thu^'i* gri»|»tft}i!tv tvjtiitaj »uc(url * j> aht* ihj| b*hi«h 

M«r tr»i,>ti.} '» iiltr»|»,ui»hiti4 ah». |iittlir«! |*c4*jut jUjtu«h* 
t««%*4t*U j*U.»f>'<-tl rhmrntjM % iMnJji ^ rtitt<*Uiftt ji thr 

iiiitt i,t ihr triitim aiM* jml ttrfufr thr fa, ±i Wtnl* tf»r*r wrfr mm 
|*tr%)^r gjnu lit ihr |«.Hn«h of tH 4 i!rau »>J f*rjt*iif h*t ijgft'Uiifl 
*h>» * * 'tthl h< f.riini! iii ihr »<n>*it!a*t |f htit'h uiuui)U> r > 
lh«r»r ^atiu jh*rir«( hillr ihr ut«h*i*hul » *r**| iluiur* <<f 

|»iil *iMii^ jit rihujtiMii | hldLghmti Kiiisjk tiUh *«ur %*Ul fcj U«ar 
hhihhrti u\m i.,Mt|itrtrti th^*ha*ii (BLn^M nhuaimi* »,t 

hth tiu<4r kluft uue m* twu himdtrU^^K-jtti ththhrit *<<i*aih 

ti*tlUitUr^i hit 'Nil'* itin M ami ihr *j**^^H^t v <if i) ; i> tuimhct 
»im|.h |M«^r C th ,| i it i\ic j*hatnc*J rtrff^B||^Lf < k»| ? CM 

\\hv ththt t the j^rjuno tnntuuir mth ihnf rxlin 4tltiiH H»r 
t.|^>ki<Iufiit V iir%| t.t hrjiii)^ a <)ttli| tHrttorrii l!»r 4^r» tt! Itirj^r 
jiuI liititirni tu »th,^»I jiuiii | M % r hrtn ijuUr lu^ -rkir|»l Hi 
t^sr> tahffr Miifk iii 4 ttll Jt^r uwtti*ti> ji»jijjit*!^ n| N)irU aO 

J4h»lr*irnt nrntrfi i.* r*MiU alirt Mnin^ ^thtttigt nhilr ihr 

juirnu v,r/t- fiMt w'Mlit^ la t*<t a nuuikt <if trjHiiu *iiKitritr«| 
tttrtr ha% %t»jiir ititrtrM ill ihr * i<nt(Mit turn n| jtii^iurij rhli»rtt 
tut> uh«M»U **hrir rtM]th^M^rtH m \<h*\ iiitiu^r nuimifirt 
litit j\4iljti!r A> tuir uiiiimrHUhU jM4l j! 'ihr |K-4*4itU (Ols^h 
%<fi<M,| j| fh*ur< u Jin! hj\r tlu^r «h^* !itl ^rui* tiiitit ihr 

J*ni**l> h,|| tjkr thrtii J hr l*MI t otjiit o «|r friiitUti uit^o uf 
n|iH4iit*ti irjuMtrt! 4 %tlt|it ittn^h hiijh Ir^rl *»| iiiirtr%i j|i»*Mi)J 
h*c-il jM»|iuUtI»*n in hti?Iiiiiij4 ilintr j.h utn d j »th<»>!% Soltir r\r|i 

uh«h>b j% 4 |M»%^it»lr jiiittJtiir In t!ir J{i)»4iriii!\ n%$n^ r^tr t t( 
thhtHjuriu > J * 

th»w r \rf ihr *rj>t»it* u| tinlit nltuil 1 ut fr«|Ht«i<lrn<% ^^th' 

nril iti l9It >J>r^V i*| 4i hru *i iiu\r«| ^lUUiilr ttj**4iiU j(iu!un| 
education Hum Suiji.n, v*r rr4*l ilui "Wf-irn UjI ir*itjrni$ 
luoi at -*thjijtr<! rthuutiuii (ituti ihr hmttirti {HUiK vtrw, ihry 
urr |»rr|Mrrt1 \o u\Ac i»uil^%« <n\ rtUuMnm fuf iltnt thi|ihm. hut 
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only with the guarantee that the money isn't simply thrown away 
(ne*propali zria)." 1 , ■ ■ ■ 

The obstacles on the road were formidable. Since all ad- 
vanced elementary schools were located in towns or cities* and^ 
charged fees, the outlays on tuition as well as room and board 
were considerable, even prohibitive for all but the wealthiest 
peasant families. It was precisely the prospect of a lost invest- 
ment to the family which discouraged peasants from sending 
their children to these schools. To be sure, the child who made 
his way into the world of service occupations and retained a 
degree of loyalty to family mighfbe in a position to send money 
home. In areas where land was short and hands plentiful, the in- 
vestment "might have seemed justified But the Visfciwas also high. 
As one Perm correspondent expressed it, the peasant child was 
likely "to shove off froTh one shore, but not make it to the other 
(dt odndgd'Beregd otstdnet d k drugprhu ne pnstdnei) ?' ^ * 

From Moscow, we read: , /*■ 

If you send your children to study in the advanced schools, 
you're likely to end up with neither peasant nor lord, {tie 
muzhik, ne barin); they become ill-adapted for agricultural 
work but fail to gain a better position in life. 

Another villager wrote; 

A fellow, during his stay at the (advanced) school, becomes 
". unaccustomed to farm work, but with this education alone, it 
is almost impossible to find work with his mind. The result? 
As the saying goes, Matryena became neither a beauty nor a 
crow^i sdelalas* fytatryena ni pava ni vorona). 

T6 many peasants, the indigent village teacher was a striking 
example of the dubious reward of education: "Before their eyes 
they have the flagrant example'df the impecUnious teacher whp, 
having studied his fill, now receives 20 rubles a month compared 
to his peers who, with nothing but elementary education, earn 
two or three times more than the teacher." 

But parents were sometimes just as fearful of l the success 
that education might bring. From Ekaterinoslav we read that the 
parents "fear higher '(advanced elementary) education as a means 
of alienating a member of the family from the patriarchial condi- 
tions of domestic life „. ; \ they look at the educated son as some 
kind ~of barin, incapable of hard work, and they can expect no 
support for 'themselves in\61d age." The limited available evi- 
dence of a statistical nature confirms that those who did com- 
plete an advanced elementary education, including study at agri- 
cultural schools, overwhelmingly left the villages,, and even agri- 
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'culture, to pursue low level white collar occupations; as far away, 
from the hearth as possible, one suspects! 08 , ' 

It is somewhat mor^ difficult to find evidence justifying pa- 
rental fears that a complete basic education would also $erid the 
child in search of a "soft vacancy," as a Perm study labeled the 
problem. One historian has recently examined migration patterns 
to the city of Moscow and concludes that literacy was not a deter- 
mining variable. 38 In Perm, only 38 of 631' correspondents noted 
that a "significant number" oj" graduates from the elementary 
school left agriculture. This same study indicated that the degree 
of knowledge attained was insufficient to gain access to official 
service (sluzhba) even as a lowly Village clerk. The striving tflg^ave 
the village was most prominent among former military rexruits 
and individuals from large families. But perhaps it was just 'this 
striving. rather- than -actuaUmo>|emept-wnich -made^parents- un- 
happy, caused generational friction, and prompted some peasants 
to turn away from schools whichj offered "Learning with a capital 
L" (bol'shaia nauka) or hjagj particularly inspiring and dedicated 
teachers to the parish schools run by the clergy and offering only 
two years of no-nonsense training \n the ABC's. One suspects 
that regional differences in landholding, occupation, family size, 
zCtxd tradition also played a major role.\ * 

i Thus, the peasant response to education, was a complicated 
one, based overwhelmingly on considerations of utility and op- 
portunity cost but clearly not on ignorance.. Certainly, there is 
reason to suspect that the peasants'- strategy for their children 
was one of gaining the tools of literacy/ aVid numeracy while mini- 
mizing the impact of the school system on their culture. Yet the 
evidence available suggests that those who completed the basic 
program, and perhaps, too, those who stayed only a year'or two, 
were coming away withlfie reading and writing skills necessary 
for survival, if not mobility,- in peasant society. 

" : ■ - Notes 

I. See E. N. Medynskii, Istoriia russkoi the zemstvos and dismissed their activi- 
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Table 1 

Elementary Education in Selected Countries, 1910 



Country 



Percentage Outlays Outlays 
Enrolled to per pupil per capita 
Pop. tn dollars in dollars 



Austro-Hungarian Empire ,'. 15.7 6.18 .97 

Great Britain ^ 17.14 17.63 3.02 

England and Wales. 17.14 17.63 3.02 

Scotland .' ! 16.86 15.09 2:54 

Ireland ! 16.1 / 11.45 1.84 

* German Empire 17.0 12.17 2.05 

France, 14.2 11.92 1.40 

'Sweden.. Y 14.2 12.12 1.72 

India : 1.8 1.33 , .02 

Japan t 11.5 3.57 \ .41 

Canada 

USA..... ! 19.4 ' 31.65 \ 4.45 

Mexico : 5.7 5.78 \ .66 

Chile 5.05 , 13.77 \.69 

Russia 3.85 7.34 .28 



Source: U.S. Office of Education, Annual Report of the Commissioner (Washing- 
ton, 1910), vol. 2, pp. 1333-41; MNP, Odnodnevnaia perepis\ vol. 16 pp. 2-3. 
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SCHOOLING AND I.ITK.RAOY IN IAIK IMI'KRIAI. RUSSIA 
Table 2 



Percentage of School-age Children (Eight to Eleven) Enrolled in 
Primary School*, 191 1: Selected Provinces' 1 ' 



Russian Empire 


4*1.2 


Saratov 


01.3 


34 zcmstvo provinces 


53.5, 


Kovno 


21.0 


Tambov Province ». 


48.2 


Vologda 


45.8 


Moscow Province 


84.2 


Irkutsk 


49,3 


Viatka Province 


40.2 


Stavropol , 


... 4|.l 


Archangel Province 


54.0 


'Orenburg ; 


30.4 


Smolensk 


58.5 


Fergana 


1.0 


Bessarabia 


40.3 


Samarkand 


{ 2.4 


Lifland 


79.9 


Scmirech'e 


9.4 



* The figures include students and scholiTsn^ncJer the jurisdiction of the Minis- 
try of Education and Holy Synod. If the scattering of schools under other minis- 
tries is included, the number of schools would increase from 93,407 to 100,295 
and the number of pupils from 5,802,409 to 0,180,514. This would increase the 
proportion of enrolled to eligible from 44 percent to 4G percent. For a criticism' 
of the method used in arriving at these figures, see la. la. Gurcvich k "O chislc 
detei shkol'iiogo vozrasta, ostaiushchikhsia vne shkoly," Russkaia shkota (no. 
4.1911). pp. 93-95 

Source: Compiled from N. P. Malinovsky, "Nekotorye vyvody po dannyjn shkol'- 
noi pcrcpisi, 1911 g." Russkaia shkola (191 1,4), pp. 74-75. 

Table 3 

Percentage of Recruits Eligible for Reduced Terms of Service 
Because of Examination Performance, 1876-96 



Area 


1876 


1886 


1896 






6.3 


12.4 


Four non-zemstvo provinces* 


:.. .8 


2.8 


5.5 




1.5 


4.4 


5.7 




.7 


2.5 


5.4 




2.8 


4.4 


6.2 






\5 


.6 




.6 


1.9 


5.4 




1.2 


2.1 


5.4 




2.? 


3.8 


3.3 



* Archangel, Astrakhan, Orenburg, and the Don Cossack Oblast. 
Vilna, Vitebsk, Grodno, Kovno, Minsk, and Mogilev provinces. 
Volhynia, kiev, Podolia. 
t Since schooling was compulsory in the Baltic, arid literacy virtually universal, 
these low figures require' further explanation. They may reflect the requirements 
of the test that the examinee read fluently in Russian or reflect anomalies' in the 
administration of the tests. 
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tt'lhe slight decline ohiervetl in ihU area (primarily Kazakhstan today) be- 
tween lHHIi and 181)0 uNo imut relief! differences in the testing procedure! 
which need further ilarilkatlon, 

Source: fyl'bork and Gharnoluskli, ftamfaot obruwwmit , , , , pp, M0-50, 208, 
213, Unfortunately, I have been unable to locale information on reouiti undex- 
uminatioui after 181)0. 



Tabic 4 

Percentage of Pupils in Each Grade 
Thirty-Four Zemstvo Provinces (1910-1 1) 



first second third 

Boys : 4-1.1 30.1 19.8 

Girls 53.9 33.0 13.0 



Moscow Province 1896-191 1 
i 

Boys: . first second third 

1896.....' 48 35 17 

1903 ,43 37 % 20 

1911 43 37 20 

Girls: 

1896 60 33 U 

1903 53 34 13 

1911 51 35 14 



Source: Pavel Vikhliaev, Ekonomicheskie uslovxia narodnogo obrazovaniia v moskovshoi 
gubernii (Moscow, 1910), pp. 22-23; Statisticheskii ezhegodnxk moskovshoi gubtmii za 
1910 (Moscow, 1911). p. 29. 
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Literacy and Schooling in 
Subordinate Cultures: 
The Case of Black Americans 

By John U Ogbu 



John U Qgbu, professor of anthropology at the University of California, 
* Berkeley, has done cross-cultural research on education and stratification in 
contemporary, Africa and the United States. His publications include The 
Next Generation: An Ethnography of Education in an Urban 
Neighborhood .{Sew York: Academic ftess, 1974) and Minority Edu- 
cation and Caste: The American System in Cross-Cultural Per- 
spective (New York: Academic ftess, 1978), 

Professor Ogbu's current work is on the paradox of high educational 
aspirations and low school performance dmong urban black Americans. 
This chapter criticizes some of the theories that have been introduced to ex- 
plain poor performance and assesses the meaning of failure. Improvement, 
he suggests, -will require a different structure of social rewards and incen- 
tives, 

The preparation of this paper was'supported by a grant from the Na- 
tional Institute of Education and by the Faculty Research Fund of the Uni- 
versity of California, Berkeley. The editors of the Journal of Social His- 
tory have kindly granted permission to use in this article portions of Profes- 
sor Ogbu's essay "Peasant Sloth Reconsidered" (vol 14, no 3). 

Literacy is currently receiving a good deal of attention from re- 
searchers, policy-makers, and professional educators. Common 
concerns aT&'lhe development 6f ; litenuy among children and the 
problem of literacy competence or functional literacy among 
adults. In industrialized nations like the United States these prob- 
lems are regarded as particularly acute among the lower class 
and subordinate minorities. * 

The literacy problem of subordinate minorities, the focus of 
this paper, is threeTold and relative, "the latter because it derives 
partly from comparing minorities with the dominant group. One 
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aspect of the problem* is tliat a larger proportion of minorities 
has not successfully learned to read, write, and compute. Another 
is that a greater proportion of minorities is not functionally liter- 
ate. Thai is, they are unable to demonstrate the ability to read, 
write, or compute in social and economic situations that require 
these skills; for example, they cannot fill put job applications and 
income-tax forms or read and comprehend instructional manuals 
and utilize the information. Third, school children among subor- 
dinate minorities lag behind their dominant-group peers in read* 
ing and computation as judged by classroom grades and scores 
on standardized tests. 

Our research since the late 1900s has been on this lag in mi- 
nority student's performance, and we have compared the situa- 
tion in the United Stales with those jn other countries like Brit- 
ain, India, Israel, Japan, and New Zealand. For this paper, we will 
limit our discussion to black Americans, beginning with the cur- 
rent hypothesis that black children fail disproportionately in 
school because they come from a predominantly oral culture 
which engenders a discontinuity in their participation in the liter* 
ate culture of the school. We will then suggest an alternative in- 
terpretation of the disproportionate school failure of black chil- 
dren in its historical and structural context. 

Oral Culture, Literate Culture, and School Performance 

Shifting Theories of iMrtguage Research 

Over the past two decades, there has been a continuing shift in 
theories generated by language studies to explain the dtj^ropor* 
tionate failure among blacks to learn to read. A brief^e^eWi of 
these theories, <as provided by Simons (1976), will tak$ us to ihe 
current hypothesis that school failure among blacks, especially; in 
reading, is due to the fact that they come from an essentially dral 
culture. ) ] / 

Initially, the field of language studies was dominated /by a 
deficft perspective, whose hypothesis (which still surviy.esjn' some 
quarters) is that black dialect is inferior to standard English and 
constitutes a handicap in/the thinking and learning of blacks. Eth- 
nographic studies .by Labov (197?) and others showed that this 
model was false, and it vyas replaced by the difference perspec- 
tive, whose initial hypothesis asserted that blapk dialect is differ- 
ent from standard English but still constituted a viable system of 
thinking and learning. Black children failed; especially in reading, 
because a "mismatch between children's language and the lan- 
guage used in school and in the reading texts interfered with 
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black children's acquisition of leading *kilU M (Numms H>7t);H). 
Thai i*. schools did not use black dialect as u medium ol teaching 
and learning. 

Klforis it) use hlutk dialed in texts and in the* t taproom, 
while teaching standard KuglUh, did mil, however, improve lead* 
iug achievement among black children, Critics charged that the 
difference hypothesis Incused too much on materials and teach* 
eis and failed to specify the mechanisms by which ihct' iiueilri - 
ence or mismatch occurred, (aities proposed two l>|>r^ o| inter- 
lemur, the l\ts\ o| which wa* phono-logical, h was thought that 
dillerenee* in proiiiitu iatiou "might interfere with the acquisition 
ol word recognition skills," hut this was subsequently shown not 
to he a significant lartur (Simons I97t>:8; see also Rented and 
Kennedy 1072). The second hypothesized interference was grain* 
matieal: dun is. a "inisinaU li between lilac k ihiljj's syntax and the 
standard Knglish syntax of the texts used by the teacher" (Harat/ 
I {MM; Stewart 1909). Hut reading achievement among black chil- 
dren who read materials writuujjn black dialect grammar did not 
significantly improve. It was concluded from these studies that 
black dialed was not the source of the failure of children to learn 
to read (Simons 1970; 1 1). 

In the early 1070s a new hypothesis moved beyond language 
per sr to the broader area of communication strategies, speculat- 
ing that school failure is caused by a mismatch between commu- 
nicative etiquettes of teachers and students, especially during 
reading, The hypothesis holds that teachers and minority stu- 
dents who come from different cultures have different communi- 
cative strategies and interpretations of situated meanings that 
lead to miscominunication during reading activities. This inter- 
feres with children's acquisition of reading skills. 

What is at issue is what is communicated by the classroom envi- 
ronment, nor the differences in the cultural backgrounds or lan- 
guages of the teacher and students. The goal of research is to 
isolate the processes that arc meaningful to the participants in 
classroom communication. Philip's notion of participant structure 
(1972) provides the conceptual framework for this research. Basi- 
cally, a participant structure is "a constellation of norms, mutual 
rights and obligations that shape social relationships, determine 
participants* perceptions about what rs going on. and influence 
learning" (Simons 1976). Subordinate minority-group children 
have different participant structures at home than at school, and 
their generally poor school performance is attributed to this dis- 
continuity. 
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: I hiivr iiiiuimt lhi» mismatch hytHulmU (Oghu 11)80*), mi 
three ground*, lusii, it doe* not, warrant ^c*tif rali/aijon about mi- 
nority school failure became it i* lw*rd primarily cm research 
* mho tMily one type of minority group, namely, tmirltkr ithtior- 
itie*. It dot** not explain why other minorities, who aUn ImvcI tlil- 
(errw participant structure* at home than at school, learn to read 
in the Mine rl4»*ioniu* wheie black* .mm! similar group* Jail, 
Second, iht* mismatch mode) ignore* hhioiuul and mcietal 
force* which may actually generate the* pattern o( clattroom pro* 
cesses, And lhitd 4 although data ami insight* IrotU Hitiltr* bltftfii 
on ilir» imuuatch model tan he used for remedial ellom (Simons 
I97fi; hi itk Mil i 1978), they cannot lead to social change thai 
would eventually eluninaje the nerd (or remedial Hluris; 

Oral Cultutf and IMetacy 

The most recent development in language studies focuses on lit- 
eracy and attributes the disproportionate school failure of blacks 
and similar minorities to' a discontinuity between their essentially 
oral c ultures and the literate culture of the white middles lass 
represented hy the public schools, "t his hypothesis is based on 
studies of literacy and its consequences in traditional or small- 
scale societies (Goody IU77; lairia 1970); on studies of language 
and comnumicative styles in minority communities (Libov 19(51); 
Ahrahauis 1 1)70; Kochman 1 073); and on inic roethuographic 
studies of teacher-pupil interactions in classrooms (Krickson and 
Mohatt 1977, cited in Koehler 1978; Oumper/ 1979; Philips 



Reviewing studies of both nonlitcratc, small-scale societies 
and literate Western societies, Lewis (1979) argues that partici- 
pants in oral cultures differ significantly from participants in liter- 
ale cultures/whose sensory orientations are aural rather than 
oral. She cites a large body of evidence that these iwo sensory 
orientations generate contrasting notions of time, causality, 
space, and the self "which alTect the way children are^aiscd and 
interact with adults" (p. 2). Although the contrast is primarily be- 
tween non-Wcstcm nonlitcratc populations and Western middle- 
class populations, she coins the term "residual oral cultures" or 
"residual oral peoples" to designate segments of Western soci- 
eties (e.g., subordinate minorities and the lower class) in which 
many people have minimal knowledge of reading and writing, ar- 
guing that these populations resemble in many respects those of 
nonlitcratc small-scale societies. Lewis claims that the dispropor- 
tionate school failure of minority and lower-class children in the 
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United SMln u due m their paituipaiino in Unite e**enU4ll> oral 
culture*. A* »hr putt it, 

(till MIM itHirlV, the ultfHlU 41 i?\ UUiillli ill literal? till 

line lend 111 »?jeit ill*- u»al iradiUon A* 4 ir*iili. the relative? 
|y illiirMir find ibrir as»uiupiiom about ir^tity in fnotlitt 
kill) uhool rkprtUUuH* Hit* immIIhI iuMiie* htiluir and 
4i?th4te» other ?*petieu*e* of 141? 4ud rU»* ruio*inu (p 
2) 

One dilHtulty With |,rwj»*i l«*t imiiU'iMmi *\% the questionable 
extent to which nor can gnirr4h*e from »iuall %ca|e A»iai^ and 
Alruan Mnieiie* m gioup* hittorttally tohotdinated by thru 
Oasv ethnic, and I4imI hjikgroutid* in toiuple* ioriu^rat tttfi^ 
vuc% Fnttheiuiure. (he iuttodm turn of literacy or »rtfooliug in 
the »itM|l-»t'4tr »otiettr* doe* not usually leiull in die iaine type* 
of problem* it olten cre4le* among subordinate iiiuuy tf ir« and 
ilit* lower das* in the I'nitrti Suui (Heynentan 1U71M V411 Urn 
Herghe IU70). To the contrary* the intioduttion of Hooolmg in 
small-scale icK'iciio lend* in UKrra*e cognitiviMtmt linguistic or 
cnmmunicatise siuulaittie* to the palter 11 of middle *cla*» popula- 
tion* of industrialised societies (dole* ami Snibncr 1975; (Jreeu- 
held 1970; l.uria 1970). Why, Mien, alter generation* of school 
attendance by black* and centuries of interaction with white**, 
haven't their cognitive and communicative strategies changed 10 
those of the while middle cla**? 

Finally, wr know that descendant* of illiterate Asian and Ku* 
topeau immigrant* (who might he 1 eg aided as "tesidual oral 
people V) • have achieved greater success in American public 
schools than subordinate minorities. For example, studies of Chi- 
nese peasant village** in the 1930s (Pepper 1971: 199; Snow 
»l9til: 09) showed thai illiteracy rates were often as high as 90 
percent, But children of illiterate Chines? peasant immigrants 
have done quite well in American schools. Guiiiper/ and Cook- 
Ciumper/ have proposed a sociolingtiislic formulation of the 
problem (1979). Drawing twnn the work of Goody (1977) and 
Lurta (1970), they con I r as I <>tal and literate cultures in terms of 
(I) storage and transmission of knowledge. (2) dccontexltiali/a- 
tion of knowledge, and (3) cognitive strategies in communication 
and learning. They argue (1) that in oral -cultures stored knowl- 
edge is static and its transmission inaccurate, whereas in literate 
cultures change is built into knowledge and its transmission is ac- 
curate; (2) (hat knowledge acquisition and transmission in literate 
cultures, unlike oral cultures, are decontexiualized; and (3) thai 
in liieraiejculiures a distinctive mode of reasoning emerges that 
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it *cjj4Mir hum rvctydaii a* uvitlr* lUjfig lhr*r itirw domain* of 

change 4* HilrlM; ill** 4UlllMt« tlHMrud tlwl t ht* lit 1 0004)1 

m hK<h<I i« 4 |i|4ir of oral fttihurr* and ihr* *uggr*i tin* thaogr* 
thmhrit mmi makr mi ihrtr iogiMlitf ^iut toiumiMtttalltr Miair, 
gir* in order .to Iran* and tur wtiMeH language eltettiteiy Thry 
touuoatwe the ptntr** involved ii| the Itatliiltnn hoot Otai iu 
Wfrlllrn liillMtr hu alt ihihhrM a* Mlo*» 

Developmental!) ihe lf4!l»*Hnn ftofil *|*raklh# hi WMtMtg a* 

4 MirtJuMM fiit leatmoK about ilir tautM uf oihrt* retpntr* a 

change If f Hit ihr Milrtpfriatttr »ll4irglci ol o|al tulhor* Ml 
**huh ihildtrii grow up, to the mirtptrtauve priiuiptrt of 
dmunoe wttttefi language f^r w«*r Mllu Itlrf «»t > fetjuur* 
itiihlirii Iti nuke buinr basic adju*imenu to the Wa* ihey ui< 
imIK aiitthoir meaning in even** and the protetse* ol rvety 
dav tauiid mi of tier iu \w able Mi |oo*en thru dependence 
upon (tiMir^MMlb vprcilic inhumation ami Mi adopt a dram* 
IrMuah/rd jH-i*j*eiiivr Among othrf dnngi, lliry muii Itatt* 
in trlv on 4ii imtrmrntaUy acquired knowledge ratbrr than 
uii *hat t% said within auv one iniuext In another dimension 
the move into literacy requite* children litjguislnalh to 
thauge thru process n| uMrtptrufion (p lb) 

(amiper/ atul Cook (iuinj>ci / ifii|ity that literacy problems 
began in the present teuiuft with industrialisation, biuramraU/a- 
Inni, and nihrf socioeconomic change* which have traded to (4) 
erase ihr houmi.it in between elite and |H»ptdar edtKatiutt; <b) in* 
ow ihr dithotomv between speaking and wining, (c) nuke hi* 
etaiv prerequisite to economic survival; and (d) institute evalua- 
tion ul literacy competence through method* which lake no ac- 
count of the socioeconomic change* ((Jumper/ and ('ook-<»um* 
per/ iy?«) !!-!2). 

K this iwenoeih icuiurv timaiioii create* problem* for all 
children, why do tome, -children nuke the trau*ilion 10 literacy 
more ea*ily than other*? According to ihe author*, some oral cul- 
ture* prepare children Inrtter than other*: "The argument we 
have Keen developing," tWy^tate, "1* that for all children the lit- 
eracy experience* require* e**eniial change* tu the processing of 
verbal information, For tome children* however, the shift of un- 
derstanding of written language i* sometime* facilitated by early 
language experience; the child i* able early in life to gain pro 
cessing exj>erience of the written word" (p. 27). Elsewhere, after 
reviewing several microethnographic studies of communicative 
interaction between teachers and children of subordinate group* 
(e.g., Native Americans, blacks, Native Hawaiian*, rural Appala* 
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♦ hUMv ami tiOffc|Hg-<U»» HlHUlU («Mitl|*rM »UIIU U|l |hr tmdrtlt- 

tt||i *utt htgMitfhi* ihr |Miii|t Itul ihtldfrH* fr»|UMi»r» |u 
•«h«Mi| M»k» air itiirtih inlluriu r t| ht \dlitr* aiict ptrMippo, 
»ili*i»it trained if) iUf tuHllf ti tiriHulialMir> fHUirmrl dial 
tli^iuoitt rijut)imrtt!v >jm»u! litMUgrmeiiU ut »u*u) #|MUp 
IMg* ii( Irathrt) aud »tudfiil» air uul ihr j'huun drtrtuil 
tUHU i*I training \Wlal U iiU|iu|tjni u wbii •> twMuHmihii 
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different types of minorities, and in our work we have classified 
minorities intp autonomous, castelike and immigrant types, 

Autonomous t minorities, which are represented in the United 
States by Jews and Morrrtons, are also founql in most developing 
Asian and African nations . They are 'primarily numerical minor- 
ities who may be victims of prejudice buUare not totally subor- 
dinated in systems of stratification, and their separaten^ss is not 
based on specialized , denigrated economic, political, or ritual 
roles." Moreover, they often have a cultural frame of reference 
which demonstrates and encourages success in education and 
other areas as defined by the larger society. 

Castelike* Minorities— those we have referred to as subordinate 
minorities— are either incorporated into a society more or less in- 
voluntarily and permanently or are forced to seek incorporation 
*fc> 'and then relegated to Jnferior status. In America, for example, 
blacks were incorporated through slavery; Chicanos and Indians 
through conquest. . ■ ■ tt • ' \ 

Castelike minorities are generally regarded as inherently in- 
ferior by the dominant group, who thus rationalize their relega- 
tion to inferior social, political, economic, and other roles. Until 
recently it was (and in many instances still is) more difficult for 
castelike minority-group members than for dominant-group 
members to advance on the basis i p£ individual training and abilK 
ty. The concept of a job ceiling (Ogbu 1978) at best describes' 
the circumscribed occupational and economic opportunities 
historically faced by castelike minorities/ A job ceiling is set by a 
the pressures and obstacles that consign minorities to jobs at tKe 
.lowest levels of "status, power, dignity, and income*and mean- 
while allow the dominant group to acquire the jobs and rewards 
t above those levels. As v we shall argue, jbe access of castelike mi- 
norities to schooling and their perceptions of and responses to 
• schooling have historically been shaped by the job ceiling and re- 
lated Harriers. ' . » ! 

Immigrant minorities are. those who have come more or^less 
voluntarily (unless they are refugees) to* their new sbciety for eco- 
nomic, political, and social self-betterment. Immigrants may be 
subject to pillory and discrimination but have Usually not inter- 
nalized their effects. That is, at least in the first generation^ they 
have not experienced such treatment as an ingrained part of their 
culture and thus have not been disillusioned to the same extent 
as castelike minorities. This is true even when the two minority 
types\are faped with the same job ceiling and pjther*barriers. Im- 
• v migrantTalso tend to measure their success or Failure against that 
of their peers in their 'homeland and not against the higher 
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classes of their host society. (See Ogbu 1978, for further elabora- 
tion of these and other factors that differentiate immigrants from 
castelike minorities.) 

Minority groups do not usually accept subordination passive- 
ly, though their responses vary. Some groups reduce or eliminate 
aspects of their subordination; others may actually, reinforce 
some aspects of that subordination.' Moreover? different types of 
minorities respond differently. Except fonpolitical emigres, the 
immigrant? have th^ symbolic option of returning to their home- 
land or re-emigrating elsewhere. This option may? in fact, moti- 
vate the acquisition of education and literacy because immigrants 
can transfer these^ skills elsewhere for greater rewards. Because 
this option is usually not open to castfelike minorities, they tend 
ao develop various gross and subtle devices to raise, eliminate .or 
circumvent the job ceiling and other barriers. We shall explore 
the important implications that these devices have for schooling 
and literacy. • f 

Lower-Qlass and Castelike Minorities -\ ' ■ ' 

Current discussion tends strongly to equate the education and lit- 
eracy problems of castelike minorities with those of fl the lower 
class. But the differences between them appear in tjie attempt to 
.distinguish castelike stratification from class stratification. 
"Caste*' *br "castelike*' in this essay* is a purely methodological 
reference to the structural form underlying the history of minor- 
ity subordination in America and similar societies. 

In a class stratification people are ranked by their education, 
their jobs, their behavior and how much money they make; that 
is, by achieved criteria. Lower-class individuals have difficulty ad- 
vancing into higher classes by achieving more wealth and educa- 
tion or better jobs and social positions because they lack requi- 
site training (education), ability, or proper connections. But class 
stratification, at least in the United States, has a built-in ideology 
which encqurages lower-class people to strive for social and eco- 
nomic self-betterment that would put them and/or their children 
into higher classes. This social mobility occurs enough among 
white Americans that they view America as a land of great oppor- 
tunity and success as a matter of ability, perserverahce, and edu- 
cation (Berreman 1972; Warner et aL 1945). 

In a cas^elike stratification people arei by contrast, assigned 
to their respective groups at birth or by ascribed criteria smsh as 
skin color, and they have few options to escape that designation. 
Each caste grdup (e.g., blacks in America) has its own class 

system but fess opportunity for class differentiation and mobility 
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than the dominant class system. For example, the job ceiling in 
the, United States affects black-white racial stratification but not 
the stratification oF social classes within the white group or within 
the black group. Caste thuj} gives; class in the minority population 
added disadvantages: a white lower-class American is only lower 
class; a black lo\ycr-c)ass American is also faced with a job ceiling 
and other caste barriers., 

There i's current debate over whether and to what extent 
cla$s stratification has, replaced racial or castelike stratification in 
America (Willie 1979; Wilson 1978). Since the 1960s, civil rights 
legislation and other efforts have raised the jjpb ceiling and' some- 
what reduced other racial barriers, but they have not eliminated 
these barriers altogether. No one knows the extent to which 
blacks are now employed in more desirable jobs as a matter of 
compliance with the law. What is certain is that the number of 
blacks in top jobs more than doubled after affirmative action leg- 
islation went into effect in 1966 and 1972; that there is a strong 
white resistance to these laws; and that blacks are still underre- 
presented in desirable jobs and overqualified for the jobs that 
they do (Brimmer 1974; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1978). 

Furthermore, the positive changes have not reached far 
enough to affect significantly the social and economic conditions 
of the black lower class; nor have they been consistent through 
the years because of economic recessions, white backlash, and 
changes in political climate. Statistics easily conceal the single 
most important indication that castelike gratification persists in 
America: the extraordinary supports (affirmative action, Equal 
Employment Opportunities Commission Appeals, Special Pro- 
grams) that blacks need, but that whites do not, in order to move 
into the middle class. The pattern of change is significant for the 
problem of education and literacy in that black perceptions of 
American racial stratification and their opportunities within it 
have not grown to resemble the perceptions of the white popula- 
tion. 

A Cultural Ecological Explanation of Black School Failure 

The Framework ,/ " - * . 

Cultural ecology provides a more adequate framework for under- 
standing the? literacy problems of black and similar -minorities, 
whether we focus on school completion^ functional literacy, or 
performance on classroom and standardized tests. This frame- 
work enables us to stucly the connections between the school or 
learning processes and societal forces (such as economic patterns 
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ancNqpportunitics, intergroup relations,. and status mobility in a 
given society) which affect school curricula, classroom attitudes 
and efforts, andvarious activities of school personnel and other 
members of the educational system. 

Cultural ecology is the study of institutionalized and socially 
transmitted patterns of behavior interdependent with features of 
the environment (Netting 1968:11; see also Geertz 1962; 
Goldschmidt 1971; Bennett 1969). It docs not deal with the over- 
all physical environment but with the effective enyirQliijient, that 

quest (techno- 

eqonomic activities) and physical, survival. In modern societies the 
effective environment is primarily the burcaucratized industrial 
economy. A given population's effective environment generally 
consists, however, of its resource*s, its ability to exploit these re- 
sources, and its level of technology. The principal economic ac- 
tivities or subsistence strategies depend upon the effective envi- 
ronment. And each mode of exploitation calls for specific skills, 
knowledge, and other attributes which facilitate subsistence and 
survival under the specific condition. Ecological adaptation for a 
given population consists of the congruence or fit between the 
population's strategies for subsistence, survival, and status and 
the instrumental competencies and related behaviors of its mem- 
bers. Adaptation for an individual consists of learning about re- 
sources and exploitative strategies and acquiring appropriate in- 
strumental competencies and rules of behaviors for achievement 
as it is defined by for his or her social group. 

Childrearing and formal education are culturally organized 
to insure that children in a given population meet these criteria 
for adaptation (Ogbu 1980). In modem societies the school is the 
principal institution adapting children to bureaucratized industri- 
al economy in four ways: teaching them the basic practical skills 
of reading, writing* and computation essential for almost every 
subsistence activity in the economy; preparing them for more, 
specialized job training when they later enter the labor force 
(Wilson 1Q73); socializing them by means of organizational fea- 
tures .(teacher-pupil authority relations, the grading system, etc.) 
to develop social-emotional attributes essential for participation 
in the work force (Scrupski 1975; Wilcox 1978); and providing 
the credentials young adults need to enter the work force (Jencks 
1972). In the latter role, schooling is more or less a culturally in- 
stitutionalized device for allocating, and rewarding individuals in 
society's status system, particularly in the economy (Ogbu 1979 
a, b; 1980). 
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While ideologically moat Americans do not »<% their schools 
this way, it is a reasonable analysis based on our own study of 
school and economic behaviors in Stockton, California. In our re- 
search, we asked people why they go to school; why they send 
their children to school; and why ihcy pay taxes to support 
schools; we listened to public and private discussions and gossip 
about schooling, jobs, and related matter*; we examined docu- 
ments from local school systems and from city and county plan- 
ning departments, as well as from employment and welfare agen- 
cies. These sources suggest that Stpcktonians do not seek educa- 
tion for its own sake, to satisfy their curiosity, or for self-fulfill- 
ment, but in order to get jobs as adults and thereby achieve full 
adult status as defined by their community.; Not only do Stock- 
tonians believe that more qnd better schooling leads to more de- 
sirable jobs, higher income, and other social and economic bene- 
fits, but local statistics also tend to support their belief— for the 
majority whites: In Stockton, as elsewhere in the nation, whites 
with high school diplomas generally have a better chance at more 
desirable jobs and greater lifetime earning power than their 
peers with only elementary school diplomas; however they have 
less chance at desirable jobs and lefs earning power than their 
peers with college degrees. 

The belief that economic opportunities are commensurate 
with educational achievement is a part of local white epistemol- 
ogy and is borne out historically by the actual experiences of 
most whites in the job market. The belief is communicated to 
local white children and reinforced* in a variety of ways,<These 
observations lead us to conclude that the school efforts gf local 
whites are greatly influenced by their experiences in and percep- 
tions of the connection between schooling and adult economic 
participation. 

A major ecological consequence of castelike stratification and 
job veiling is that blacks in Stockton and elsewhere in the United 
States have traditionally occupied economic positions character- 
ized by scarce, dead-end, peripheral, or unstable jobs and by low 
wages, few chances for advancement on the job, and little social 
credit as measured by values of the larger society. Some ghetto 
blacks occupy economic positions that are almost devoid of any 
wage labor but that contain social resources such as other ghetto 
residents and caretaker institutions (Harrison 1972; Ross and Hill 
1967). Equally important is the fact that the blacks' effective envi- 
ronment contains, in addition to these conventional resources, "a 
subeconomy or "street economy" defined as "a market for the 
distribution of goods and services which are in demand but have 

140 ■/ 

141 

> • 



MTKKAC'Y AND SCHOOLING IN SDHOKDINA I K CULTURES 



been outlawed officially tor .social and moral reasons (Bullock 
1973; 100. see also Foster 1074; Heard 1968; Milner 1970; Wolfe 
1970), 

Educational Consequences 

What are the educational consequences of the black effective en- 
vironment? Because the traditional social and economic positions * 
of blacks have not required much formal education or rewarded 
educational accomplishments highly, the pattern of schooling 
which has evolved for blacks generally prepares them for inferior 
roles. It docs not qualify blacks for the more desirable social and 
economic positions open to whites, nor docs it encourage blacks 
to achieve their maximum. These combined factors hav^, tradi- 
tionally affected black literacy as measured by school completion, 
functional literacy, and performance on classroom and standard- 
ized tests. Wc now want to suggest four specific ways in which 
these factors sustain the lag in black school performance by (a) 
promoting certain treatment or experiences of blacks in school 
and classroom and (b) fostering certain classroom attitudes, ori- 
entations, and behaviour. 

(1) White Perceptions of "Blacks and Black Access to .Education: 

Blacks have had some access to formal schooling ever since they 
were brought to America in the early seventeenth century. Al- 
though formal education was available to only a few in the South 
(where most blacks lived before emancipation), and although 
there was strong opposition to black education in both the South 
and the North, actual legal prohibitions against black education 
were instituted in the South only from 1832 to about 1861 after 
Nat Turner's Revolt (Bond 1966:21; Bullock 1970). Black access 
to the public schools increased, after emancipation,* and, as the 
following table shows, their illiteracy^rates steadily declined. 

However, factors important to understanding the present sit- 
uation are concealed by the table. First, blacks have had to fight 
for almost every increase in their access to public schools; in nei- 
ther the South nor the North have they been free as a matter of 
right to attend their community public schools (Bond 1966; Bull- 
ock 1970; Kluger 1977; Ogbu 1978). Second, black education in 
both the South and North has usually been inferior, often sepa- 
rate, and generally based on white perception^ and stereotypes of 
^black status in society and especially in the economy. Third, be- 
cause blacks do not share white perceptions of their status, they 
tend not to axreept white standards of education for them. Conse- 
quently, since the second half of the nineteenth century, blacks 
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have been fighting whiles against both inferior ami separate edu- 
cation (Klugcr 1977), 

Let us briefly summarize bow white perceptions of black 
status have shaped black education historically and affected the 
quality of black literacy. 

Before emancipation, blacks received occasional biblical edu- 
cation because their masters believed it would make them more 
obedient and faithful, After the Civil War. when blacks were rel- 
egated to peon-like status as sharecroppers or were limited to 
"Negro jobs" in domestic service and unskilled labor, education 
fpllowed suit. The ruling white elites believed the tenant farming 
system would break down if black children received the same 
education as while children. They would, for example, learn to 
question the high rates of interest and the exploitative account- 
ing methods the planters imposed on illiterate tenants. Thus, 
black education was starved of funds. 

As the South urbanized, blacks at first received some "indus- 
trial" education, chiefly in cooking and low grade building skills, 
But when many desirable factory jobs began to require special 
training, black school curricula began, ironically, to emphasize 
classical and academic rather than industrial education, which was 
now offered in white schools (Bond 1966: 404, Myrdal 1944: 
897-98; Ogbu 1978: 1 17). , 

We can conclude that,, historically, if blacks did not qualify 
for desirable jobs it was because their education was designed to 
disqualify them, not because they were incompetent. Until per- 
haps the 1960s, American society never seriously intended blacks 
to achieve social and occupational equality with whites through 
education. 

Even now, "subtle mechanisms" continue to adapt black and 
white graduates to different futures. One such mechanism for 
lowering the job ceiling is the disproportionate labeling of black 
children as educationally "handicapped." For example,* iri a 
recent court case brought by blacks against the San Francisco 
School District, evidence showed that blacks made up only 31.1 
percent of the school enrollment in 1976-77, but constituted 
53.8 percent of those categorized as educable mentally retarded 
and relegated to special classes. In the same year, .in the twenty 
California school districts which enrolled 80 percent of black chil- 
dren, black students comprised about 27.5 percent of the school 
population but 62 percent of those labeled educable mentally re- 
tarded. In his decision favoring blacks the judge concluded that 
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The statistical analyses of the statewide and district-by-dis- 
trict figures indicate the obvious, Their (i.e., black) apparent 
ovei enrollment could not be the result of chance. For exam- 
ple, there in leas than one in a million chance that the uver- 
eurollmeiil of black children and the underenrollment of 
non-black children in the K.M.R. classes in 1070-77 would 
have resulted under a color-blind system of placement (U.S. 
-*i District Court for Northern California, 1070: 21-22). • 

The figures arc similar to those of other large American cities, 
including Chicago and New York (see, for example, U.S. Com- 
* mission on Civil Rights, 1074), [ 

(2) Black Responses 

We pointed out earlier that casjclike minorities do not usual- 
ly accept their subordination passively and that blacks Jiave been 
fighting since emancipation for* /more and better schooling and 
against the job ceiling. Those responses, as they relate to school- 
ing and jobs, may in fact contribute to the lag in the school per- 
formance, as we shall demonstrate. 

A. Black School Conflict and Mistrust: History Ijas left blacks with a 
feeling that whites and their institutions cannot be trusted to 
benefit blacks equitably. Public schools, particularly in the ghetto, ' 
are generally not trusted by blacks to provide black children with 
the "right education." This mistrust of schools arises partly from 
black. perceptions of past and current discriminatory treatment by 
public schools. This treatment is fully documented in several 
studies (see Bond 1966, 1969; Kluger 1977; Weinberg 1977). 

For over a century, having first "fought" against total exclu- 
sion from the public schools, blacks have been "fighting" against 
inferior education in both segregated and integrated schools. In 
the.totally segregated Southern school systems, blacks of course 
identified strongly and therefore cooperated with "black 
schools." But their effectiveness was undermined by their simul- 
taneous rejection of these same schools as inferior to white 
schools and thus their need to "fight" for school desegregation. 
Their attention, commitment, and efforts were diverted from 
maximizing achievement in black schools to the pursuit of equal 
resources and an ideal learning setting, namely, desegregated 
schools. 

But in desegregated schools throughout the nation disaffec- 
tion and mistrust also abound because blacks .see inferior educa- 
tion perpetuated through many subtle devices they suspected the 
schools of using (e.g., biased testing, misclassification, tracking, 
biased textbooks, biased counseling, etc.), and because they 
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doubt thai these school* ttiulrt ^l*irul black children and their 
rieeds, ° 

This doubt is put tit itlut iy widespread al ihr moment; il was 
openly expressed by many blacks at public meeting* and in eth- 
nographic interviews during our Heldwork in Stockton, In a study 
of a desegregated high school, Scberer and Slawski (1977) alio 
found that meal blacks tended to attribute low school perform- 
ance 7)1 hlac* males to the school's inability to "relate to black 
males in way* that will help them learn. M The point we would like 
to stress is filial black mistrust and conflict with schools reduce 
the decree to which black parents and their children can accept 
as legitimate the schools 1 goals, standards, and instructional ap- 
proaches. As a result itiVy tend not to experience a need to coop- 
erate with the schools or to follow their rules and requirements 
for achievement, 

The same conflicts and mistrust also force the schools into 
defensive approaches to black education— control, paternalism, 
or actual "contests" — which divert the attention of both blacks 
and schools from the real task of educating black children. This 
contrasts sharply with the experience of white middle-class par- 
ents and their children, who tend to see the completion of school 
tasks and conformity with school standards as necessary, desir- 
able; and compatible with their own goals. Ghetto blacks tend 
sometimes to interpret the same demands as deceptions or as un- 
necessary impositions incompatible with their "real educational 
goals.** Perseverance at academic tasks thus becomes difficult for 
black children. 

B. Disillusionment Oi>er Job Ceiling and Academic Efforts: Throughout 
history a greater proportion or blacks than whites have been edu- 
cationally better qualified or ovcrqualifcd for their jobs yet un- 
derpaid for their educational achievements (Henderson 1967; 
Norgrcn and Hill 1967; Newman et al 1978; Sharp 1970; U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights 1978). Even in recent years their 
gradual penetration into more desirable jobs has been accom- 
plished mainly through collective struggle for civil rights 
(Newman et al 1978; Scott 1976; Ogbu 1978). job opportunities 
remain the primary concern of black Americans today. 

The job ceiling and related discriminatory practices shape 
black operations, which in turn influence their perceptions of and 
responses to schooling. Blacks are generally bitter, frustrated, 
and resentful at the job ceiling and other barriers to the full 
benefits of their education. The extent of this bitterness is evi- 
dent in the time and resources they expend in efforts to break or 
circumvent the job ceiling (see Davis, Gardner and Gardner 
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1905; Uollard 1057; Drake unci Cayton |U70j Oghu 197-1; Paw- 
dermakcr 1908; Newman ft at 1978; Scott 1976) a* arc their strat« 
egiesi for achieving ilirir objectives, such us ■'mule tomming," 
boycotting white businesses, protesting, rioting, and appealing to 
the courts, to Fair Employment Practice* Commissions, to the 
Kqual Employment Opportunity Commission, and the like ,(*ee 
Drake and Cayton 1970:7*15; National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorders? t^pofl 1908:01; Newman ti M 1978:10-20; Ogbu 
1978; Powdermaker 1908: 107. f 100, 112; Schemer 1905:85). 

When civil rights effectively expand black employment op- 
portunities and other rewards lor education, as they appeared to 
be doing in the 1900s, this encourages black students to work 
hard in school (Ginsberg et al 1907). Hut a discouraging message 
is also communicated, namely, that without such a collective civil 
rights struggle, blacks automatically have fewer opportunities 
than whites to benefit from education. 

Black children learn about (be job ceiling and other barriers 
<|uite early in life, though not necessarily from explicit statements 
bylheir parents and other adults in their community. In our eth- 
nographic research in Stockton, California, we have found, how- 
ever, that black parents communicate contradictory attitudes 
toward schooling^ Ihrv emphasise the need for their children to 
get more education fiHhl^^* an<1 lhc 7 Wsist that their chil- 
dren work hard in ti^W^MFflw* good grades and to graduate 
from high school or college. However, the same parents, by 
being unemployed, underemployed, and discriminated against, 
and by gossiping about the similar experiences of relatives and 
other adults in the community, imply that even if the children 
succeed in school their chances at good jobs and other societal 
rewards are not as good as those of their white peers. It is also a 
part of local black epistemology that a black person must be 
"twice as good** or **twice as qualified" as the white in order to 
compete successfully in any situation where whites are judges. 
Thus the actual example of the lives of black parents can under- 
cut their stated encouragements. 

Black children also learn about the job ceiling from public 
demonstrations calling for more jobs and better wages and from 
mass media reports of these and related events. These sources 
convey to black children that the connection between school suc- 
cess and one's ability to get ahead is not as good for blacks as for 
whites. As black children get older and experience personal fail- 
ures and frustrations in looking for part-time jobs and summer 
jobs, these negative messages are reinforced. Some perceptions 
of young blacks, such as their impression of unlimited employ- 
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mem opportunities for their white peers, may not be accurate 
tOghu HJ74); they unnrlhelr** lead lu imrrasing disillusionment 
among black* about (heir future ami to doubts about the value of 
schooling «>gbu 1071:100/ see also Fra/ier ItMO: SchuU 
llMifrlAO; I'owdermaker 1908:321). 

Not only do these nerceplion* due «nii«t|sr black children 
from developing serious iitiuittr^ toward sthool and from perse- 
vrrinii in ilirii schoolwoik; they also teach than to "hldttir the 
system" rather than themselves for ihrir failures. In our research 
in Stockton we have IoiiihI that black vliihirrn Irani very early in 
blame tliH school system for their fUiIiirr«« juti a* their parent* 
and blatk\aduJt* in general blame their failure* on the larger 
"system," K resultingparadox i* Out black student* may express 
high educational aspiration* coupled with low academic effort 
and perseverance aufl thus low school performance, 

(#. Suwtval Stratr^n and Comptttmm IncongiMtnt with Ormatuh of 
Schooling; Another black response to the job ceiling is the evolu- 
tion of "survival strategies," I bis effect* even children much too 
young to understand the labor market and other barriers and lias 
serious* implication* for school performance and classroom pro- 
cesses. There are two kinds of survival strategies. The purpose of 
the first kind is to increase conventional economic ami social re- 
sources of the black community and to make available conven- 
tional jobs and other societal rewards. These strategies include 
collective struggles or civil right* activities (Newman ft al 1078; 
Scott U>7ti), dientship or uncle fomuuug (Dollard 1957; Myrdal 
1944; Fanner IWH^gni 1978). Civil rights strategy is well 
known to most people-out dientship also arises from the job 
ceiling and other barriers, Blacks learned long ago that one key 
to self-betterment within the caste system is through white pa- 
tronage (i.e., favoritism, not merit alone), which can be solicited 
through some version of the old "Uncle Tom" role, that is, 
through compliance, dependence, and manipulation. More re- 
cently the reverse strategy of "shuckin' and jivin' " ha* been 
adopted, which is ano^er defensive way to manipulate white pa- 
tronage. The second kind of survival strategy, which includes 
hustling, pimping, and the like, exploits nonconventional eco- 
nomic and social resources or "the street economy** (Bullock 
1973; Foster 1974; Heard 1968; Milner 1970; Wolfe 1970). 

Thus within ihc black community success in terms of con- 
ventional jobs and resources often requires collective struggles 
and/or dientship in addition to educational credentials. Nonconven- 
tional forms of success and ways of making a living are also open 
to blacks. Thus "successful people" are not only those who suc- 
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reed in tomeiMumal term* either with uImhiI tredeiitiali alone 
or wiih UieMi^iip and CQlletuve »Mugg!e <*s welli lUyi aUo time 
who nuke it in (hr meet thtough (mailing and related ttrattgiet, 
they are admired, and they tntlueute (the rllurti of oilier*, in* 
chiding children, to tucreed. 

We have %ngg*»ted that turvival Mtategie* may requite 
knowledge, aninic|r»» and *kill* that arc* not wholly couinaiihle 
wjih while tnuMIr i las* teaching ami (earning behavior* We have 
al»o suggested thai children learti ibr survival itrategie* during 
preschool year* a* a normal pari of their tiiliural learning; come* 
cpiendy* ihr potential {or learning dillknhie? may already exist 
whrn children enter uliool, Whriltrr and in whai extent iliotr 
ddtkulttea' arise depends on the individual child's experience in 
school and die classroom* Wr suspect thai insofar as children 
have become competent in ihese survival strategies they may lark 
anions attitude* toward school and towatd academic task* in 
general, including lot taking. 

Coneliuion 

In thii paper we have a/gued thai the disproportionate 
school failure of black children is not because they tome from an 
oral culture, though' we. have not challenged the assertion that 
black culture i* an oral culture. We have only noted that mcm« ^ 
l>er* of the so-called oVvil cultures of small-scale societies ami im- 
migrants into the UnitetW States from residual cultures of more 
complex societies do not manifest the same learning problems in 
school that are found among black and similar castelike minor- 
ities. 

We have suggested an alternative view of the problem within 
an ecological framework in which schooling is a culturally orga- 
nized means of preparing children for adult roles in the social 
and economic life of their society or social group. Within this 
framework the traditional social and economic positions of blacks 
have not recoujred much education nor rewarded blacks highly for 
educationaljaccomplishments. Black menial positions enforced by 
castelike or racial stratification has influenced how the dominant 
whiles who control iheir schooling perceive them and define 
their educational needs. It has also influenced how blacks them- 
selves perceive their opportunities and the importance of school- 
ing- 

The perceptions of whites have led them to provide blacks 
with inadequate schooling and to communicate attitudes in 
school settings that do not encourage blacks to maximum efforts. 
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HttKU V ASM M 'IHHH ISli IN M ftt OMMNA | M t U t *^ 
hU»k pritepHOH* griietalr |)i»i||u»iiMHIirMi about *i|»M*»lMlg and 4 

lack o| i^f *rvc»f4iiir toward, *tlM*o|woik; ttir*y lead b> »ur%ital 
»!f atrgte* that irquue knowledge, attitude*, and *kilU whuh fiMV 
he imonipatthle with hIiihiI i rtjiiii riiirnU- fruithriMioir, i( t* 
likely that pnrtitiidi i Hindu t and iiii»lfii»t between black* and ehr 
tthooU iiiiriiritt with the Hdhngnm of Matk* to coiuph with 
ktlliiul iu!r* and standard* 4imI plate the school* ill 4 defensive 
posture towaid hlavk* c'|u»ri »titd> i* needed mi determine how 
these fa* lots tontlthute, sutfrly and Hi toitihinaljoo. hi ft if jcatn* 
Mig ddUtullie* observed Ml *bsMuom» 

SlMir the ItfOOi some rf!uM» have been MUde IM change 

hlatk staiu* and schooling, lor example, through legislative 4nd 
administrative channel* noted eaiher mi ihr e**4>, Jhe magnitude 
and qoahiv of the*e changes, however, have not broken the job 
ceiling or significant!* altered black expectations, especially 
among the lower segment* of the blue k community 

I biting ihr Mine period. effoM* Ii4>e 4l*o been Iii4iif hi Mil- 
prove bl4tk sthoohng aiut taise academic achievement level* 
through ifhucit desegregation, compensatory education, pre- 
%i tiool (l(eadstatt) educations, parent rtliu uiinik and training. 
Follow - 1 hroogh, special admission*, special scholarships, and 
uuny other* (Oghu 1078). these program* base helped many 
tracks lo complete higher lesel* of schooling* to achieve greater 
functional literacy, ami to improve their performance in class- 
room and on *tandardi/ed test*, (lot flic number benefiting liom 
such programs remain* small and many who do benefit probably 
do not come from (he lower segment* ot the loiiiimmity. These 
programs temam ineffective for or unavailable to die majority. 
Moreover, iliry air cvurnliall) remedial ami ohen t»a%r*i on mi** 
toncep(ion% of die underlying tamo of black *chool problems 
(Ogbu 1978). Preventing learning problem* before (bey develop | 
will require a strategy (bat will simnlianeomly have to (4) tomid- | 
er the economic expectatiom of blacks as a root cause rather 
(ban a consequence of the school failure and literacy problem; 
(b) eliminate the gross and subtle mechanisms which differentiate 
black schooling from white schooling; and (c) examine black per- 
ceptions and ''adaptive" responses, including the problem of mis- ; 
trust and conllitt in black relations witb the schools. 
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Readings on Literacy: 
A Bibliographical Essay 



by Tela Zasloff 



Tela Zasloff is a doctoral candidate in the rhetoric program at Carnegie* 
Mellon University and has an M./t in English literature from the Univer- 
sity of California, Berkeley, She has held a number of research and editing 
positiotis, Her current interest is in research on writing. 

In this essay we will look at literacy as it ranges over various 
fields that are not represented directly in this volume but which 
have influenced the thinking of its contributors. Most of our at- 
tention will focus on cognitive anthropology, social psychology, 
and sociblinguistics, but we will also consider contributions from 
philosophy, religion, rhetoric, and developmental economics, 

.The following sample of books and articles from these fields 
articulates the concerns of distinct disciplines and the direction of 
research in progress. No matter what the authors* special con- 
cerns about literacy, they concur on its cultural significance: the 
manner in which social groups rely on written language reflects 
and modifies the structure of their thought processes, the nature 
of their self-expression, and. their dialogue with others. A perva- 
sive theme of the works under review here is that we must keep 
challenging our own assumptions about written language if we 
hope to understand ourselves and our communication with 
others. 

The Oral Tradition 

Many students of literacy speculate about the consequences of 
moving from oral Jo written mcides. They have asked whether the 
introduction of writing does not bring a sense of alienation from 
society, a stratification of concepts and values, and a loss of abili* 
ty to memorize and~ remember. This section covers a half-dozen 
articles and books by leading -scholars concerned with the oral 
tradition and its legacy. 
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One of the most stimulating articles on this topic is "The? 
Consequences of Literacy" by Jack Goody and Ian Watt, 1 Speak- 
ing from the viewpoint of cultural anthropology, Goody unci Watt 
argue that the invention of writing, produced by the urban revo- 
lution of the Ancient Near Kant, changed the whole structure of 
human culture, The full-Hedged system of writing which emerged 
from the Greek world of the seventh century 11.0. provided per- 
mancntly recorded versions of the past and encouraged the de- 
velopment of historical inquiry and a skepticism about the myth- 
ical cosmologies. At the same time, such a writing system made 
possible and testable alternative explanations about the universe 
and the development of logic, specialized learning, and a cumula- 
tive intellectual tradition. rs___ 

The contribution of lUeracy to our culture, however, has 
been marked by tensions^Tljie authors point out the problematic 
role of literacy in several areas, among them political democracy, 
cultural integration, and expressive action. The ease of alphabetic 
reading and writing was important to the development of politi- 
cal democracy, although writing, paradoxically, by illuminating 
the differences between past and, present and the inconsistencies 
in cultural tradition, has made consensus and cohesion less possi- 
ble, in a similar vein, they note the impossibility of fully assimi- 
lating the knowledge of a literate culture compared with the as- 
similation possible in an oral culture. This means that in the liter- 
ate culture the individual strives to acquire new knowledge while 
at the same time feeling alienated from the past. (The authors 
quote Nietzsche at this point: "We moderns arc wandering ency- 
clopedias . . . obsessed by an historical sense that injures and fi- 
nally destroys.") 

Writing also leads to social stratifications in modern societies 
based on how well men handle their tools of writing and reading. 
Modern education creates discontinuities between the'public lit- 
erate culture of the school and the private oral culture of the 
family. The. social tension produced between such oral and liter- 
ate orientations in the West is paralleled by an intellectual one, 
which leads to a nostalgia for myth — as seen in Plato, Rousseau, 
Cervantes, and Tolstoy. Moreover, the technique of writing itself 
results in an individualization of personal experience, encourages 
private thought, and increases awareness of individual differ- 
ences. Nonetheless, radio, movies, and television counterbalance 
the individualization of reading and writing and allow the kind of 
direct pergonal interaction with experience that was possible 
through oral tradition. _ 
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David Olson, in "From Utterance to Tent"" argues on the 
same basis as Goody and Watt that there is a transition from ut- 
terance to text that is characterized by an increasing explicitness 
and autonomy of language meaning, After reviewing some major 
theories of language acquisition, Olson traces the history of text, 
beginning with Greek literacy and reaching "its most visible 
form" in the British essayists. In his view, analytical writing, de- 
veloped by the Greeks, increased the explicitness of language. 
Analytic writing does this by minimizing the number of possible 
interpretations of a statement by construction of sentences in 
which meaning is dictated by syntactic and lexical elements. lie 
concludes by noting three major differences between utterances 
and texts. In regard to meaning, utterances appeal to shared ex- 
periences, interpretations, and intuition; texts appeal to rules of 
logic for implications and are formal rather than intuitive. Where 
truth is concerned, the oral tradition sees truth as wisdom, while 
the text sees truth as simply correspondence, in the disinterested 
province of the scientist. Concerning functions, utterance is inter- 
personal aru^ rhetorical, while written text remains logical and 
ideational. 

1'hese hypotheses have been tested by others in field studies. 
In "Oral and Written Language," Patricia Greenfield 3 compares 
the effects of oral and written traditions on specific cultural 
groups in Africa, the United States, and England. She character- 
izes oral language speakers as relying more on context for com- 
munication, which results from the fact that communication is 
most often face to face in oral cultures and shared by smaller 
groups. In this kind of culture, the teaching of skills has a contex- 
tual nature in which teaching is conducted through demonstra- 
tion, as with basket weaving. Studies show, Greenfield further 
claims, that "a context-dependent teaching style on the part of 
most, mothers is associated with a lesser development of ability to 
form conceptual and linguistic abstractions on the part of the 
child.;" Some of the most successful educational programs 'for 
lower class children, she continues, focus on developing context- 
independent communication. , 

The results of her study have led her to the hypothesis that 
school teaches a grouping of operations generated by' the nature 
of the written language. Because writing uses linguistic contexts 
independently of immediate reference, it clears the way for sym- 
bolic manipulation and Piaget's stage of formal operations. She 
concludes that context-dependent forms of speech and thought 
are more primitive than context-free ones. Because we have both 
language habits in a written culture, it is important for meaning- 
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fill hpman communication thai the two he used interchangeably 
and flexibly as the situation demands. f 

The revival or the thought modes of. the oral tradition 
through new electronic technologies is a central theme in the 

X Tilings of Marshall McLuhau. The Gutenberg Galaxy f * he tells his 
kulcrs, "is intended to trace the ways in which the forms of expe- 
rience and of mental outlook and expression have been modified 
by modes of communication. M (Comparing our era with the Eliza- 
bethan "typographical" age, McLuhan sees both ages facing a 
similar problem of cultural change — we are "confronting an elec- 
tric technology which would seem to render individualism obso- 
lete 11 just as the Elizabethans were confronting individualism, 
which seemed to have brought into obsolescence the "medieval 
corporate experience." Our age. the author concludes, is under a 
strain as the older patterns of perception encounter new struc- 
tures. These older patterns arc based in Cartesian logic, present- 
ing the universe as an immense mechanism which can be de- 
scribed by localization of its parts in space and over time, In our 
new electric age of the past 150 years, our technological instru- 
ments reformed our perceptive apparatus by extending our 
senses simultaneously and globally, so that our consciousness has 
become collective, our thought processes, dynamic. Thus, to 
McLuhan, the electric age returns us to the oral tradition, re- 
creating "this world in the image of a global village." 

Father Walter Ong, studying the evolution of modern con- 
sciousness in Interfaces of the Word,* shares McLuhan's view that 
writing has generated alienation in human life. It has restruc- 
tured consciousness "creating new interior distances within the 
psyche," His book is a collection of essays on this theme, dealing 
with psychic distances between" writers and audience; the tend- 
ency of print to set up "closed-ofT economies of thought and ut- 
terance"; and new modes of thought associated with television 
and with the ecology movements. 

Ortega Y Gasset discusses one of Ong's themes — the dis- 
tance between writer and reader — in "The Difficulty of Read- 
ing," 6 a paper prepared for a university seminar on Plato. He as- 
serts that "toYead" implies understanding a text fully, but this is 
impossible and Utopian since we always read our own. interpreta- 
tions into a text. Reading, then, is an active construction of all 
the reality which is not expressed in the text, but which is indis- 
pensable for a more satisfactory understanding. From this view 
he develops two axioms: every utterance is deficient, saying less 
than it wishes to; every utterance is exuberant, saying more than 
it plans. ■ 
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To accomplish interpretation, we must understand the toiieih 
lions under which a text is written. These conditions explain why 
reading is a problematical yperatiou: (1) it is always limited "by a 
frontier of iuctlabilicy — that which cannot be said in any Ian* 
guage"; (2) it is limited by the kinds of information that every 
language passes over in silence, that the hearer iV expected to 
add from the context; (3) as speech, it not only ban to include 
articulation hut also to imply gesture, modulation of verace, and 
posture, v 

Because a book, a text, is entirely verbal and nothing more, 
disconnected from bodily expression, the hoojc is equivocal and 
ambiguous in its entirety, This was Plato's view of texts. In the 
Pfumtnu, books are considered to contain dead laqguagc and ex- 
pression, Yet paradoxically, IMato is the first author who wrote 
books on a gigantic scale, because the relative impersonality of 
the written word gives the expression a distance and objectivity 
which are indispensable for transmitting theories. 

Cultural Differences and Instruction 

I he authors in this section, from the fields of sociolinguisties, 
psychology, and rhetoric, look at the relationship between oral 
tradition, cultural dillcrences, and instructional goals. -Basil Bern- 
stein in "Social Class and Linguistic Development" 7 argues that 
speech marks out distinct types of relationships with the social 
environment. Certain forms of language use arc strategic for edu- 
cational and occupational success, and these forms arc culturally 
determined. He characterizes the language use of the working- 
class child as maximizing "the direct experience of affective in- 
clusivencss rather than verbally conditioned emotional and cogni- 
tive differentiation. " In this type of language use, the sentences 
are short and grammatically simple, there is little use of subordi- 
nate clauses, there is an inability to hold a formal subject through 
a speech sequence, an infrequent use of categoric statements, an 
infrequent use of impersonal pronouns, a large number of rein- 
forcing phrases and idiomatic sequences, and a general language 
of implicit meaning. 

This "public language" emphasizes the importance of social 
relationships at the cost of the formal, logical structure of com- 
munication. As the moral implications of his theory, Bernstein 
argues that if public language symbolizes tradition and important 
social relationships to a child, to simply substitute a formal lan- 
guage is to cut him off from his roots and perhaps alienate him. 
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Tlit 1 author suggests d |Ut changing » linguistic system may rts 
quire modifying tht* social structure icuclf, 

Don* Kniwifiltf," in "Implications of Umguagc Socialization 
For Reeling Models and for Learning to Read," makes some ex* 
tensions from Ilerustein's theory. She suggests thai in learning to 
read, social and ethnic groups have large differences in cognitive 
style, including what is attended to and the approach to probv 
lent*, She seen two major implication* for reading research: a 
need lor explicit recognition of group differences; a need for ex* 
plieit recognition of social contexts in reading. Specifically! she 
views the* following as research needs; (I) separating out modes 
of speech among groups from other variables such aH IQ; (2) in- 
vestigation of data from bilingual experiments which suggest that 
social factors dwarf linguistic ones in second-language learning; 
(3) tests of Bernstein's basic assumption relating social contexts 
of language use to edifcability, 

h/ The Cultural Context of learning and Thinking, Cole, Gay, 
Glint, and Sharp 0 ask some of the same basic questions as Hern- 
stein and Kntwisle. What are the sources of cultural differences in 
language use and ability? What is the meaning of those differ- 
ences? George Miller introduces the volume as a test of a myth 
.long existent in anthropological and psychological theory: that 
nonliterate people have a primitive, inferior mentality that is 
highly concrete, illogical, and insensitive to contradictions, and 
that the primitive mind is childish and emotional when compared 
to modern Western maturity and logical consistency. The authors 
argue that it is culture that develops the cognitive processes and 
that, rather than applying tests developed in Western contexts to 
primitive people, we sfiould be testing them on things for which 
their experience has prepared them, to discover what cognitive 
strategics they arc using. 

The study grew out of an attempt to determine why Libcrian 
tribal children have great difficulty with Western-style mathemat- 
ics. The authors found that there were certain tasks that these 
children did better than Americans (c,g., estimating, various 
amounts of rice) and certain ones which gave them more trouble 
(e.g., measuring lengths). The source of the differences between 
these two kinds of tasks related directly to the demands of rice 
farming, which is central to the tribal culture. The theory implicit 
in this is that primitive cultures make different kinds of intellectu- 
al demands than do technologically advanced ones and that skills 
in cognition are therefore culture specific. By looking at the 
Kpcllc tribe, the authors sought, in the cultural environment, cx- 
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plaualiom of the fan (livH dillerrul group* nwniloi different in* 
irlltrcitiul behaviors, 

In their (iiiu Incline chapter, die author* suggest that their 
approach can be applied to die problem of *iihcu|juial differ- 
ences iii cognitive behavior in the United Stales, pariiuilaily their 
major conclusion dial "cultural dillereuce* in < 0^11111011 reside 
more in the situation* in which pailitiilar cognitive processes air 
applied dian in (lu* existenc e iii a process in one particular rub 
hue group and its absence in another," The lank [or die Inline is 
to determine die conditions through which cognitive processes 
are revealed and In develop techniques lot establishing these 
conditions in die appropriate educational selling, 

I he next three authors locus on pedagogic theories, for read- 
ing .Hid writing, In I stinting to /iW. Jeanne Chall points out 
that for over a decade there has hern a debate about every basic 
issue in beginning reading, with challenges from laymen, popular 
writers, college Kuglish teachers, linguists, sociologists, and psy- 
chologists, l\y bringing together the relevant facts of this debate, 
Chall wants to determine if changes 'in (lie practice of teaching 
beginning reading are justified by existing evidence and why the 
changes were proposed in the first place, The study reveals that 
research results are only one of the factors iullueucing beginning 
reading instruction, some of the others being publishing houses, 
schools of education, parents 4 meetings, and classroom environ- 
ments. 

("hall makes live major recommendation*:' (1) The phonetic 
code-emphasis method—learning die printed code for the spoken 
language— produces better results in comprehension and the me- 
chanical aspects of reading up to the end of third grade and 
should be used; the easiest way to initiate a modification in 
method is to change the instructional materials for children and 
the teachers* manuals. (2) Current ideas about content in basal 
readers should be reexamined; Chad's personal preference is 
folktales and fairy tales which have universal appeal, especially 
because of their emotional content. (3) Grade levels should be 
reevaluated and vocabularies increased in basal readers. (4) New 
standardized tests should be developed which examine both indi- 
vidual components of the reading process and mastery of reading 
over a time period. (5) Reading research must be improved so 
that findings can be organized in computerized storage and re- 
trieval services, research can be coordinated to save duplication, 
and research can be guided by the norms of science. 

Elsasser and John-Steiner raise the question of how composi- 
tion skills can best be developed in "An Interactionist Approach 
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m Advancing latenuy," 11 They draw on the work of ftuilo 
Freire and lev Vygouky in connecting writing to certain eogni* 
live Mate* and social condition*, From Vygouky they have miopia 
ed ihr concept of writing a* multiple transformation* of "inner 
speech" (which originated in social interaction) to <*n abstract, 41 
maximally detailed mode requiring deliberate semantics, Mastery 
of this transformation depend* on cognitive processes and the 
social context in which die writing is produced. Vygotsky make* 
die proposition that words art* shaped both by the individual 
consciousness and by the collective* Mniohiitorical experience, so 
that only people touched by social transformation* and convinced 
they Van shape their social reality can participate in a dialogue 
with the outer world and feel a need for educationally transmit' 
ted knowledge. Particularly in poor and Third World countries, 
educational intervention without actual social change is ineffec- 
tive. 

t he authors present, as a teaching method, a pilot program 
for teaching writing in New Mexico, designed according to an 
"intricate interaction" among teachers, learners, and factors of 
social change. Iliey support exercises on elaborating a scene so 
that others can identify it, asking others to reproduce a geometric 
design according to one student's directions, and tapping (he ab- 
breviated nature of inner speech, The principal questions behind 
these exercises include: What is shared knowledge? What are the 
information needs of the audience? What arc the particularities 
of the writer's experience? What are the linguistic prejudices of 
the audience? 

In the field of rhetoric, one of the major concerns has been 
the teaching of written composition in secondary schools, col- 
leges, and universities. During the past fifteen to twenty years, 
rhetorical theory has focused on the process of writing itself, in- 
cluding the generation of ideas in composition and the question 
of how to teach this process. In Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, 
Young. Becker, and Pike 1 * address this question of teaching the 
discovery of ideas— or "invention.*' as it is known in classical rhe- 
torical theory. They argue (hat any grammatical unit is pari of a 
whole hierarchical pattern of language in which small units are 
parts of larger ones, and (his grammatical hierarchy, in (urn, i/ 
part of a larger system of language which includes a lexical hier- 
arch (words) and a phonological one (sounds, letters, and punc- 
tuation). These language systems symbolize the whole hierarchi- 
cal system by which we perceive experience and thus permit 
choice, patterning, and manipulation on the part of ihe writer. 
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K any r^peiieme, IfH hitting language, u pmmrtl *» MM UP 
Mug in irpr^Mhlr paMetu*, the authors maintain, thru fcr thmiM 
he able iti undmMud tin rtpriieiur by analMing its |MMriu« 
It "i» thret? p***>ih!e points *>l virvi; (I) it* tini!M*mr traitors; Vil 
it* mum* ut variations; (H) iu (JumliMiioM in U\$n MuiirM* ,\p 
|»MiMI ilior dure bam viewpoint* Iu the milium process, the 411* 
linns present a laritr number ol 'rverrUr* and trading* whuh a*k 1 
student muet* to examine any subject with these sU4trgu ques- 
tion* in iiimhI 4iul thus getietate ilinr imn idea* on that suhjen 

| tlC 4Ulh'>r* alul dlS<U»' the stagr* il( MtqiMJ y lh4l Htakr Up I lie* 

piohlrm->ol\mg ptoce** (whtth includes the wiiling piniess) and 
procedute* lur developing aiguiiiem ami exposition that have us 
4 goal "mil skilled veilul coercion hut di*iu*»M*n and rxthangr 
ol ideas " 

Christianity *tnd Text 

l ; 4thei Waltei Oifg, nt WftthWiitha IVaili ami Life lit the Text ol 
the Hftfil," 13 an essay tu IntsiftHn of thr Wout deals with the 
Bible 4* a 'Special rase iu the history ol^rxtualiiy," wilh special 
unpciativc* (or modern Christians "lulripirtation of thr Bible." 
bt* wines, "is hit Chiisiiaus mote uigcnt than the (uierpi elation 
of other texts, For the Chiislian believes thai tbr WomI oi Cod is 
given in order lo be intcriori/cd, appropriated by men and 
women til all times and platen/* I his iotpeiative pines piohlems 
of Biblical tutcipirtatiiiu: (I) whiten texts are a special kind of 
niteiaiue in relation to time .iimI the miter-rea<lrr lelaiioiislup; 
(2) there is a distance between leader and listener, and between 
writer and speaker; texts i elate to other texts* providing lit* 
eruture, which is always ol the past, Christians often resent tlicse 
p^blems because the Bible seems open to a much simpler inter- 
pretation as a record of Cod speaking to man, addressed to all 
ages. Vet the relationship between the Word of Cod in the text 
ol the Bible and the Word of Cod incarnate in Jesus has not 
been adequately defined. 

After pointing up these problems* Ouk asks four tone hiding 
questions concerning Hiblic;al interpretation; (1) How far is the 
Bible to be considered a written composition and how far is it a 
record of God's actual speech, revealed to mankind? How far is 
the biblical message the participatory one of "pure oralitv" and 
how much the "analytic, explanatory" one of writing? (1!) What 
are the implications for faith in Ibe two processes/the oral and 
the written? (3) Can a reader of the Bible today also become a 
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liitmrr? »NI*«wM hvt H\ What i* ihr ol'lhr < 'hurt It in "rr%ur* 
muni d*<* dead Inirr" into living ipeetM 

lit tUumham nj fiuMtuta Kuiti KUuh m deal* with ihr blhlital 
and I*iultf*t4iit orientation* ul nuirtertuh century American 

ithoulhooka She* )tHlk'% 4i MVri Mt|* ll)Ot|»4!!d of the |UO»t pOpuUf 

ibildirii't trtthouk* iu *iudy their *ocial and t uliui^l iinpatt on 
die c titUI ami aUo to identify what die cyih the "luwrsil common 
drinHiiiiMtoj <>l Amrttian MHellri lite! ItutofVr" Shr iotue* to the 

toHilutloll l|ut thr nineteenth *t'ftt|tftt Wulld ttf »ihno| hook* W4* 
one of fruia*}* Willi idr4l villain* and tin or* and 4 benign Nat Mir 
|K>r truly (>iuMfif«i by Cind lot ilw^'good ot 111411. Vittue would 

4|W4>4 be rewarded und *oe puil'tlied The ItioM ttimfruirntal a** 
Mtmplion Ml llir%r |rM» W4*. ihul ihr MU|Yrf%r W4i Uiotal Ml ihaf- 

aitei, thai trhgton Hvrlf wat 4 matter mI moral* rather than throb 
ttj*> The \itioti( luniks, doongh dtr last <eutoty look alt Mil* 
equivocal and htonohllm vlatld on matter* ol basic itmruliiy. 

Naltue tegalded 41 »t*i\ui^ man'* pni poses and 4* 

having 4 mutual lelaltnuvhip with Ante* nan lieedom, which wa* 
considered pail til the Ametuan soil, I hr rally Readers and 
Spellers were devoted 10 the Hihle and 10 (iod's relationship 10 
the umveise and ifir thilcl. hut bv the IHKh, (hr stories war in* 
hmget biblical tui the moil part I hr newer materia) stressed 
death utic! Cod's punishment, argued j^iuM atheism and the 
deism of Voltaire and Ihmnas Paine, and identified virtue with 
Protestantism only (Catholic v were drputrtl 4t 4 (ian^rr lo thr 
M4ir up 10 ihr 1870*) 

Ihrtr W4% no iitrnhmi nl \olnr ol (hr nrwrr iiUrllnoul nir- 
trHU o| (hr ju nod- ol l)4twinS 1140114! nrlnhon liotH ilutur 
\4lt4liou, ot i tnupJi.Uor irli^ioo. of lilrrat y ir^liMU, of \Vlllt4in 
Juiur^\ plui ilMin. On ihr oihci UmuI ihr drrpri rraliiirs ol ihr 
ihihlS Imurr hit to 4 toiuprhttve world weir fried hr4(l-<»n ( with 
4(lntonihoni about hardship, tragedy, devotion to a cause, and 
the horror* of failure. On political ({fieMinii*, the United States 
was presented as superior to all other nations, with a tree society 
autonomously developed, completely divorced from an itiieriia- 
tional context; Kuropean c ulture was rejected as jaded and ellcte. 
IliC social posture of these textbooks wa* consistently conserv- 
ative, ignoring* contemporary reiottn inoveiuents and olleting a 
vision of a serene, homogeneous America. Religious tolerance 
was given lip-service hut the implication was that recognizing 
other religions as equal to Protestantism would subvert both 
Church and State. $ \ 

John Mcl^ish looks back to an earlier merging of religion 
and schooling in Evangelical Religion and Popular Education. 1 * He 
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compares two evangejical movements as they developed in eigh- 
teenth-century Wales and early nineteenth-century England by 
focusing on their teaching the illiterate'peasantry to read,*an im- 
portant by-product of their religious efforts. He Concludes that 
religious enlightenment movements, when combined with adult 
literacy campaigns, take the form of social innovation; that mass 
illiteracy is perceived as a problem only when, the society comes 
under the influence of more highly developed social organiza- 
tions; that where mass illiteracy is confronted, etiange is due tg 
deliberate acts of the inrelligensia who are agerite of enlighten- 
ment;'and that Evangelical Christians call forth some of the best 
efibrts for sqciaP change because they provide care, a sense of 
brotherhood, conscientiousness, and humane aspirations for the 
illiterate. > , 

Modern Literacy Campaigns 

Fidel Castro's effort to extend literacy in a revolutionary and sec- 
ular context is described by Jonathan Kozol in "A New Look at 
the Literacy Campaign in Cuba." 16 In 1960. Castro announced 
that Cuba would, within a year, teach more than one million illit- 
erate adult Cubans to read and write. Kozol's article, based on 
interviews and on Cuban publications, traces the history of the 
success of this Cuban campaign/ He discusses the immense logis- 
tical and pedagogical challenges, the recruitment and training of 
the volunteer teachers, and the development in instructional 
methods thaj were openly political. About one hundred thousand 
young volunteers, 40 percent of whom were between the ages of 
ten and .fourteen, answered the call to teach in the campaign. 

There'were, in his view, three basic elements , motivating 
these volunteers: "ethical exhilaration" (exploding energy, rather 
than ideological compulsions); the charisma of* 4 Castro; and a 
massive organized effort coordinated through effective open 
^propaganda. The campaign resulted in a transformation of one 
ed thousand liberal, altruistic, and Utopian young people 
vanguard of committed or at/ lept* incipient socialists^' 
$& student volunteer^ ^ere organiz&d into military-style bri- 
j^}$io went through; aini^eight-" to ten-day training session on 
usjng teaching aids (a book of oral, readings and* a learner's 
primer), living apd workirVg^in rural areas, and building solidarit 
by jharing in all the work. This training emphasis was, desig 
to meet one of the explicit purposes of this campaign-^.to build 
sense of Solidarity bet^ejo^,the urban and rural populations: The 
literacy campaign w^fe^j^ seminal moment in their* childhood 
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* formation as young socialists and active citizens of the newborn,, 
nation." No political indoctrination alone could have done this 

job- . v \ . , 

The primer used in the campaign consisted of fifteen lessons 
presented as a story focusing on "active," emotive words* each 
preceded by a photograph of Cuban life, establishing a sense^f 
equality and working in a common cause. The directives for 
teaching were uniformly sequenced — first, reading aloud and re- 
peating sounds, then reading silently, then breaking down words 
into syllables. Teachers were to keep detailed diaries of their re- 
actions, emotions, and errors and were urged to show^ respect 
toward the students who were^willing to learn. Kozol comments 
that little of thi$ ityle duplicates the rigid approach of Lenin's lit- ' 
eracy campaigns* the North American missionary style devised by^ 
Frank Laubaeh, or the "mechanistic" methods of UNESCO. The 
approach is based on Friere's method developed in Brazil, in 
which there^ is.a search for charged, active w.ords and a relation- 
ship of dialogue between the teacher and^ the student, who 
chooses to be taught." The difference from Friere's method wasi 
that the Cuban reading material was more explicitly political and 
the-teache^s more directive. " 

By midsummer 1961,vWhen more drastic measures were 
needed to fulfill Castro's promise, factory workers, revolutionary 
organizations, municipal education councils, and the National 
Congress were mobilized. By late 1961, less than 5 percent of 
Cuba's adult population remained illiterate, compared with 8 per- 
cent or more in every other Latin American country. The undis- 
guised political character of the campaign called forth some 
heavy criticism from foreign observers, but Kozol defends such^ 
methods by arguing that all learning is ideological in some sense 
and it is praiseworthy that there has been "no other nation where T 
the heroes -and heroines of a revolution are so frequently the 
ones yvho fought with pen and primer, rather than solely those 
. who foughfjyyith guns." . 

Frank, l^ubach has had a lifetime of experience teaching illit- 
1 erat|S in developing countries— 25 years of work. in 96 countries 
V and 4*74 languages.- Toward World Literacy 11 is his textbook of 
'1tr<- techniques -vfor liquidating illiteracy in any country— swiftly and 
|a completely^ methods, which are based in the. missionary 
^^f|^m'^\ifi<]r>y' seefn'* shnptistic-.-and^ the 'daiins extravagant. 

gain from Laubach's long experience as he 
is pf^ teaching in both small 

? cohjmun^ teacher training and 
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"how to" activities he promoted for graded readers and for 
making writing simple, 

Sir Charles Jeffries is also concerned with tackling illiteracy 
on a world-wide basis. He' attempts to outline, for the general 
reader, the problem of world illiteracy in the second half of the 
twentieth century. 18 Basing his examination on UNESCO infor- 
mation and other sources, he poses the problem that some 40 
percent of the world's adult population— at least 700 million men 
and wonien-r<annot read or write. He lists among the major dif- 
ficulties the fact that functional literacy is the issue, rather than 
minimum literacy, that decisions *nust be based on language dis- 
tribution and usage within any one country, and that educators 
have* difficulty determining what is the most useful material to 
teach people. The contents of the book include an analysis of the 
problem, a review of pioneer attacks on illiteracy, midcentury ex- 
periences, UNESCO efforts, and the Teheran Conference. The 
volume also reviews reading jnaterials that have been developed 
for new readers and their distribution. Jeffries concludes that illit- 
eracy cannot be eliminated by expanding formal education be- 
cause it is too expensive and requires a huge amount of organiza- 
tion and administration. He proposes an all-out effort "every- 
where and at once." The emphasis should be on the basic skills, 
after which people cap educate themselves, provided they have 
access to the proper literature. Ministries of literacy should be 
created in developing countries and literacy instructors, who 
need only to be R of average ability and intelligence, should be 
trained. These activities could' be funded through charitable 
sources, but the bulk of the support must come through govern- 
ment funding, t . - V " v 

Literacy and Economic Development 

Mark Blaug, in "Literacy and Economic Development," 19 con- 
cludes that the most we can say about the economic benefits of 
literacy is that "while literacy may not always cure poverty, afflu- 
ence always eradicates illiteracy. " So while it is not true that illit- 
eracy, is an absolute barrier to.pconomic progress, it is true that 
there are definite limits to what an illiterate population can ac- 
complish. Blaug further argues that since adult literacy has a 
quick pay-off, we are likely to see more expenditures targeted for 
adult education in the form of selective, intensive literacy cam- 
paigns/ As. to how much should be spent, we don't yet have 
enough experience with world-wide literacy campaigns to answer 
that question. 

* 
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Blaug begins with the assumption that the objective of edu- 
cational planning is to promote economic development, "subject 
to maintenance of national sovereignty and political stability/* He 
claims that literacy benefits economic developments by raising 
the productivity of new literates and those working with them, re- 
ducing the costs of information transmittal, stimulating demand 
for vocational training, selecting out the most able and providing 
them occupational mobility, and strengthening economic incen- 
tives as rewards rise in response to new efforts. He adds that 
since school education takes six to eight years compared with one 
or two years of literacy training, the economic benefits of school 
education woijld have to be four or five times greater than those 
of adult literacy to produce identical cost/benefit ratios for the 
two types of learning. 

In Education and Economic Development, edited by Anderson 
and Bowman, 20 Bowman looks at the relationship between de- 
velopment and literacy training. Anderson's article, "Literacy and 
Schooling on the Development Threshold,", investigates the 
extent and distribution of literacy during the formative period of 
western industrial economies. From a historical comparison of 
levels of literacy, he concludes that about a 40 percent adult liter- 
acy level is a necessary threshold for economic development. 

Can literacy by itself change attitudes and behavior? Inkeles, 
Schuman, and Smith, in their study of East Pakistan, "Some 
Social Psychological EfFects and Non-Effects of Literacy in a New 
Nation," 21 relate literacy to a number of psychological character- 
istics of the common man -participating in the economic and po- 
litical development of his country* Much of their data comes from 
lengthy interviews with fahners and factory workers. They look at 
the extent to which measured literacy is associated with the level 
of education and verbal, aptitude and discuss several ways in 
which literacy is^ and is not related to the development of new 
identities, perceptions, and attitudes. The authors argue that lit- 
eracy opens the mind to new ideas that are not dependent on the 
immediate social situation, and that the literate man is quicker to 
perceive social change and can more easily redefine his beliefs to" 
fit new needs, 

A Postscript 

Richard Hoggart in The Uses of Literacy 22 has raised questions 
about mass reading tastes in free literate societies. The changes 
in twentieth-century English society which have greatly increased 
the opportunity for education, he argues, have not arrested the 
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trivializuttoii of reading matter, Reading, which in other settings 
has promoted the intellectual growth of a people, now threatens 
to arrest it, The mass publications of sex, crime, and violence, he 
argues "make it harder for people without an intellectual bent to 
become wise in their own way," 

It may seem surprising that Hoggart would be asking for 
wisdom in written discourse aimed at so broad an audience but 
then not s6 surprising when we remember that almost twenty- 
four hundred years ago Socrates made. the same demand, In the 
Phaedrus, he set up a science of discourse that held written lan- 
guage, on any subject, to the highest standards of wisdom and 
truth, 

, , . complete lucidity and serious importance, he [the 
writer] will think, belong only to those lessons injustice and 
beauty and goodness which are delivered for the sake of true 
instruction and are, in fact inscribed in the soul, , . , 23 

Probably no author reviewed in this essay would disagree 
with Socrates's assertion that concerns about literacy are basically 
ethical and moral concerns, 
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